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    May 18, 128888 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” Arch Duke Binoy demanded from onboard the Elcee flying city that contained the hidden command center for the Star Force occupation forces within the Temple. 
 
    “Sector 88294. Access point is a standard cargo terminal.” 
 
    Binoy watched the hologram of the unidentified individuals entering the Temple through one of the Essence portals that up until now had only allowed Caretaker units through. As far as was known, no person had transited between Temples except through the large, obvious ones on the surface. The smaller ones hidden underground were in Caretaker-guarded areas where no one was allowed entrance, and those that tried were either killed or stunned and removed by the Founder-made drones. 
 
    Star Force now had control over those drones, and while they had put the kill code on hold, they hadn’t allowed the Vargemma to access those areas, so they shouldn’t even know those smaller portals existed.  
 
    “Transit point?” 
 
    “Vector is from an unknown location,” the Paladin Researcher explained, having been assigned to the Arch Duke’s command staff to offer him insight to the ongoing projects in the Temple while simultaneously giving the Researcher a prime position to analyze Temple macro dynamics and how they responded to the Arch Duke’s alterations.  
 
    “Shit,” the Human whispered, knowing that Jason’s mapping expedition had cataloged all visible transition routes the Caretaker drones were moving on in the shadow network. Binoy thought he knew of all the routes into and out of Gamma Tricumbda, but apparently there were others, else he would have received a heads up about this incoming transit at the minimum. In theory anything coming out of the ‘Coins’ would be intercepted by Jason’s units, living or otherwise, but somehow these few dozen individuals had gotten here via an unknown access point. “Could it be a ship?” 
 
    “Possible,” the Researcher admitted. “Most likely sources is an unidentified portion of the shadow or dark networks, or another network entirely. An Essence transit was made and received, but no identifying orders came with it.” 
 
    That was strange, because the Temples often talked to one another, as did the shadow network, in the form of computer code. Usually it was to coordinate work crews and cargo transfers, to make sure the destination wasn’t already overloaded before they sent more and spent the extremely valuable Essence to do it in a way that was undetectable to the ‘mundanes’ in the galaxy. This transit hadn’t been announced ahead of time, which wasn’t unheard of, but traveling without puddle jumper or other craft was. Whoever these people were, they were coming through with bare skin exposed on their face, hands, feet, and tail tip. The rest of them was covered in some form of thick clothing with robe-like flaps draping them in a regal-looking aesthetic despite the glowing patches that made them look like some mishmash between Tron and Dragonball Z…for they looked very much like Form 4 Frieza, except their heads appeared dolphin smooth and tapered backwards into two fleshy splits.  
 
    Their heads didn’t glow, but their clothing did… 
 
    “I believe that clothing is biological,” the Researcher said a moment before Binoy could fully form the thought in his head.  
 
    “Implications?” 
 
    “Observation only.” 
 
    “Darren,” he said, turning to another Human on his staff. “Inform Viceroy Frassa that we have potential hostiles. I need a hologram in that chamber now,” he said, walking over to a silver circle in the floor that would scan and transmit his image while surrounding him in a shield wall that would display the surroundings in the arrival room they were monitoring. 
 
    A moment later his view switched to just that, being transmitted from a Star Force-controlled Caretaker drone that entered along with several others that were being retasked there remotely. 
 
    The Arch Duke’s image appeared in front of the drone, life size, but with enough staticy interference for those viewing to know it wasn’t real. The hologram technology was good enough to simulate that, which is why Star Force added the distortion to make it clear when there was a transmission into the field, especially when dealing with strangers. 
 
    Binoy mentally triggered the translation program as several of the new arrivals noticed his image and turned their heads toward it, revealing sickly yellow eyes surrounding black pupils that were a little too wide. 
 
    “Hello. My name is Arch Duke Binoy. I am the current commander of this Temple. Please identify yourselves. You are not on our arrival schedule.” 
 
    The drone that was transmitting the hologram moved forward, as did his image, then it winked out momentarily until another drone took over the transmitting as the first one was crushed by an invisible force and thrown against a nearby wall like a piece of trash.  
 
    “Be aware,” Binoy cautioned, “that we are nice people, but able to…” he cut off as the system went down. “What happened?” 
 
    “Jamming field most likely,” the Researcher said as multiple people on the command deck frantically worked the problem. “We lost connection to everything within…20-30 meters. I can’t be more precise than that. There aren’t enough nodes in the walls down there.” 
 
    “Where’s the Viceroy?” 
 
    “He hasn’t responded yet.” 
 
    “Inform Morgan, and assume defense procedures. Assume hostile intent. Do we have any interface attempts?” 
 
    “None,” the Researcher said, already looking for that, but as far as he could tell nothing was happening outside that null zone, inside of which not even the nearby visual cameras could penetrate. It was a black bubble in all aspects, inside of which as now unknown, even using the landlines… 
 
      
 
    The Nu’avi continued arriving through the portal, with some 38 already having entered with another 22 yet to arrive. The typical 60 man special response team that the Neofan usually sent to deal with insurrections within their own empire, but on occasion they were sent out into the frontier when something other than the Hadarak was causing trouble. The servant race had trillions of individuals fighting the Hadarak right now, and all were Essence capable to some degree, but only the most powerful and skilled of the Nu’avi were selected for the response teams and trained by the Neofan themselves. In doing so they ceased to be Nu’avi, as far as social status was concerned. Instead they became known as the ‘Emperor’s Hands’ and were loyal to the leading House in the Neofan only, which was currently House Mutavi after they had superseded House Jak’en. 
 
    That transition had occurred when the Pafdreng had invaded the Neofan home galaxy of Utovi in response to the surge of Hadarak at the Core of the already densely packed region. The Neofan had kept population levels strictly controlled to avoid such a fate, but they’d pushed too close to the line and the Hadarak had exploited that numerical critical point by adding their own surge of lifeforms to the galaxy and pushing it over the limit. 
 
    When the strategy had been discovered, House Jak’en had been removed from command of the Empire, it’s leading members executed, and it’s remaining members relegated to disgraced status…meaning they would be the last to be evacuated from the galaxy, and most likely wouldn’t survive to that point. The new Neofan leadership was overseeing the withdraw as well as the assault on their new galactic target, which had not yet been launched yet, but their forces were gathering to storm the Gateways and cut off Hadarak reinforcements there in order to claim a new galaxy for themselves to rebuild in…and they could do that as long as they held the Gateways. Failure to do so was the reason why House Ash’ne had not only been removed from power, but totally eradicated to their last member. 
 
    Once the Gateways had been taken, the Hadarak incursion of the Deep Core had begun and was contained, but the only way to truly own a galaxy was to keep the Hadarak out entirely…and only the very large galaxies had the necessary Gateways for long distance travel. If the Neofan wanted to travel to a smaller one they had to go very, very slowly, and there was no way to move the key elements of their civilization that way. They had to use the existing infrastructure already established by their alliance and quickly seize one of the occupied galaxies while most of the Hadarak reinforcements were being diverted to their falling home. 
 
    This was not the first member of the Bond of Resistance to fall in such a manner, but it was the first of the big 3 that were responsible for most of the construction of the Temples and their support infrastructure. Their foreplaning was going to provide the Neofan a chance to rebuild from scratch, which was horrific considering everything they were losing, but it meant they would not be defeated, only decimated.  
 
    Knowing that the future was their only hope, House Mutavi recognized that the stability of the Temple network was critical to combating the Hadarak in the long term, and the addition of an Essence Siphon to the Star Force Empire that had been successfully assaulting the Temples in the Kikawa Galaxy was too much to ignore. This infestation had to be ended and Temple operations returned to normal, even if Kikawa was currently undergoing a Hadarak purge. The other founding members of the Bond had said it was inconsequential and that the purge would take care of the problem, but House Mutavi knew better, and since there were attacks taking place on the periphery of the Zotav that their commanders were continually updating with their success at thwarting, the addition of an Essence Siphon to Star Force could begin to tip the balance in those fights. If the Zotav were somehow infested as well, then all connection to Kikawa would be lost…so a little pruning now was prudent, despite the unlikelihood that a single Zotav would fall, let alone all of them. 
 
    So the Nu’avi had been sent, and as soon as they realized their arrival point was under surveillance and their own machines had been infested as well, they began using their Pol’so’nep to generate the jamming fields before jumping the drones and physically restraining them as they tried to act on whatever programming had been added to them. 
 
    The proper codes they were not responding to via transmission, and rather than destroy the rest they hacked into them using their living armor, which was a combination of a lifeform bred for the purpose and a host of cybernetic implants inserted into it on a microscopic level. The Nu’avi were physically linked to it via their nervous system, and rarely took them off…which was a more complicated procedure than simply taking off clothing.  
 
    Once physical contact with the drones was made their control systems were accessed and analyzed, first rendering them inert using some of the overrides that were supposed to be here…while noticing that others had been removed. That meant Star Force had not only gained possession of the local control room, but they were producing slightly altered new versions of the Caretakers. 
 
    That was unexpected in both ways, but the second was even more alarming. How could an Essence-limited civilization be capable of something like this? Caretaker coding and construction was designed to resist alteration, and even in the control rooms themselves there was no override to these safeguards. They had to have hacked the production facilities themselves…which required overriding other redundant systems. 
 
    This infestation was far deeper than had been reported, but the Emperor’s Hands did not need to call for reinforcements. This was just going to take longer than expected. 
 
    It took several hours to reconstruct the Caretakers they’d seized to original quality, though configured to ignore control room signals unless they contained a specific code that would identify whether or not the Nu’avi had retaken it. That was going to be their first objective, but in order to do so they had to find the one in this sector…for they were always moving through the magma layers underneath the surface.  
 
    The Nu’avi needed surveillance, and right now they were totally blocked out of the natural interfaces which should have acknowledged their bioarmor on arrival. They did not, which meant they had been deactivated or rewritten. But Star Force was not the only one who could do rewrites. 
 
    The handful of Caretaker drones that were now back in Temple service were sent out to track down other drones, disable them, and copy the new programming into them…thus replicating their numbers and allowing the surveillance network to grow outside the null zone while hopefully Star Force would not notice if their attention was on the blank spot and not the Caretakers seemingly going about their business, for the acquisitions and rewrites were not flagging as combat, but rather ‘maintenance’ without an update being transmitted upon completion. 
 
    The orders being given by the control room were still being followed, so the large numbers coming to encircle the null zone were making it easy for the Nu’avi to add more to their clandestine control…or so they thought. Once they had obtained hundreds of various models, one was sent back through to inform them that saturation point had been reached, at which point they finally dropped the null field…only to realize that all the drones were lying on the ground in the hallways, physically trashed with scorch marks from cutting energy weapons. 
 
    And nearby was a different kind of drone. One not made of Bond of Resistance technology, but rather one of Star Force crafting.  
 
    A moment after making visual contact several of the Nu’avi were hit with stun weaponry from the drone a moment before it was disintegrated in a mushroom cloud of debris that shot out both ways down the corridor and into the chamber where the portals were located. The simple Essence attack had destroyed it, but the three Nu’avi that had been hit by the stun weaponry had not gone down. Not completely. The bioarmor had absorbed most of the incapacitating energy, leaving their own bodies mostly operable, but it had disrupted them momentarily, enough that another Nu’avi had to destroy the Star Force drone for them… 
 
      
 
    “Stun weaponry ineffective,” the Viceroy in command of all Paladin forces in Gamma Tricumbda said via a conference holo call with the Arch Duke and over 200 other people, most notable amongst them being trailblazer Morgan-063. “Essence destruction of the security drone assumed. We have a foothold situation unfolding.” 
 
    “I agree,” Morgan said, glancing to her left. “This is worse than you thought.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Kara said optimistically. “Depends how strong they are.” 
 
    “There are 60 and perhaps more on the way, though the portals appear to be shut down at the moment,” the Viceroy noted. “Your orders, Archons?” 
 
    Morgan chewed on her fingertip as she thought. “Control rooms are the high ground. Keep them in the magma and away from docking stations for the time being, but prep certain stations for evac if these guys have another way to get to them. I do not want the Paladin making a last stand against Essence-capable troops. Prepare to destroy the control rooms upon evac if necessary, but I want our troops out of them first. Understood?” 
 
    “All of the control rooms or the local one only?” 
 
    “Make plans for all. If they can use Essence travel inside the Temple, they can pop up anywhere. Right now tracking them is our second priority. If they come to the surface we can bring the fleet into play. If not, there’s not much we can do to stop them directly.” 
 
    “What is their objective?” the Arch Duke asked. 
 
    “Either they’re here in numbers to split up on multiple assignments, or they’re here to assault key assets with force. Can we redirect all incoming travelers from their vector to a specific portal of our choice?” 
 
    “I am told yes.” 
 
    “Do so, and make it somewhere else, and get heavy surveillance there.” 
 
    “We need to disable the intra-Temple network,” Kara added. “Explosively.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Morgan agreed. “We don’t need it. They do. Viceroy, send teams to blow them all up immediately.” 
 
    “That will take time,” he cautioned, “but it will be done with all haste.” 
 
    “Send some Decepticons to the foothold position as well,” Morgan continued. “These guys might be tracking wireless signals. Let’s see how small their focus is otherwise. I also want these 60 ID’d and named. Start a track on guess or calculated power output. If some are stronger than others I want to know. And send a message to Jason giving him their arrival vector to investigate.” 
 
    “Do we have confirmation it’s not outside the Temple?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Confirmed negative,” the Arch Duke said. “No vessels nearby of any type other than our own. No Caretaker craft either aside from known entities and they have no Essence-capable technology in them to act as a relay.” 
 
    “Fox in the hen house,” Kara said to Morgan, who was standing only a few feet away from her out in the forest, but to the holo-conference she had her own separate image that could have been transmitted from anywhere.  “If they can get here they can get anywhere.” 
 
    “I know. Jason will have to handle it. This is our problem to deal with.” 
 
    “If they’re coming for me we can draw them to the surface. If not…” 
 
    “They may want to fortify their position first. Binoy, keep talking to them. Annoy the hell out of them if they won’t speak. At least we can get them using some Essence for analysis of threat levels.” 
 
    “Haunting as ordered.” 
 
    “Eyes, people. The Temple is too big and too easy to lose them in. We have to see where they are and what they’re doing, or this is going to go from bad to worse in a heartbeat…” 
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    May 23, 128888 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    Five days had gone by, and in that time multiple attempts to get at the control rooms had been made. First was a recall order that had the mobile command centers moving themselves toward the docking ports before the Paladin inside figured out how to override them. Next there were Caretaker units built for magma travel going out to the nearest control room and attempting to latch on and drag it to one of the docking ports.  
 
    That was resolved prior to arrival, after which blockages began to pop up inside the magma layer, limiting movement and corralling the control room into a smaller and smaller area before Star Force’s own magma drones broke holes in the blockades to allow it out…after which there was a short war between drones as they sought control of the magma layer. The Star Force drones lost, but their mission was still a success as the control room remained out of the Nu’avi’s reach as the invaders remained underground at all times and away from view of any of the Vargemma. Only Caretaker drones and some Star Force versions saw them, for no personnel were allowed anywhere near the region where the Nu’avi were operating in teams that began to split up further and further, with some of them eventually being lost to surveillance. 
 
    One that had 3 Nu’avi in it reappeared some 18 hours later when one of the subterranean Caretaker production facilities went dark, and any drones that went in to investigate did not return. And that told Morgan one thing that was now crystal clear. 
 
    “They’re not here for you, Kara,” she said looking at the limited battlemap they had of the underground areas around the infiltration point. “I don’t know why they’re here, but it’s not you.” 
 
    “I had to be the impetus,” the twin braided archon argued. “And maybe our immediate contact forced an alteration to their plans.” 
 
    “They’re trying to reassert control over the Temple,” Morgan said flatly. “Now tell me how to fight this before they get really creative. Something that doesn’t involve us going down there.” 
 
    “If they can’t travel through the magma layer, the solution is obvious,” Viceroy Frassa said via holo in the Elcee city hovering near the invasion zone where Morgan and Kara had relocated to in order to manage this while Strovok remained in their training area waiting for combat to either come to him or him to be summoned for an assault. And if it came to him, their well laid trap might actually be put into use, though now it seemed rather obsolete.  
 
    “Hem them in?” Morgan said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “How?” Kara asked. 
 
    “We sever the connections to other areas.” 
 
    “There’s a labyrinth of tunnels down into the bedrock.” 
 
    “Yes, and they all need to be severed.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We cut a chasm down to the magma and let it flow up and seal in the gap.” 
 
    “What good would…” Kara asked, finally catching on. “Cut? You mean explosively dig a canyon miles deep around the entire area.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Kara blew out a breath. “If we knew where they all were that’s possible, but some may have moved beyond the area already.” 
 
    “Better to divide them then.” 
 
    “I agree,” Morgan said, feeling like they had so few options that they needed to get what they could now before this mess snowballed even worse. “Move the fleet into position.” 
 
      
 
    The Nu’avi were having far more trouble than they expected, for the Temple itself wasn’t obeying their command codes. No one had ever compromised the Bond of Resistance technology to this extent in the history of the alliance. The Vargemma in every galaxy were never allowed into areas where they could have accessed the critical equipment, and those that tried were summarily executed. Others had attempted to access and reverse engineer the visible equipment with similar results, though some technology was freely given to them and for the most part they were content with it. 
 
    Furthermore, Vargemma culture was crafted to keep them from questioning the Temple itself and focusing on self-improvement. But Star Force was not Vargemma. They were outsiders who had somehow found a way inside. How was still a mystery, but they’d successfully taken partial control over all the Temples in this galaxy save for 3, all of which were decommissioned due to lack of resources.  
 
    That information was available to them through the Zotav, along with a lot of other information that was flowing out of the Temples and their support infrastructure, but not enough. The kind of infestation that was taking place here was not anticipated and sufficient monitoring of the reprogramming had not been crafted. That meant the Nu’avi were somewhat blind to what was happening here, but their inability to access the control rooms and the inactive intra-Temple transit system suggested that Star Force was in near complete control of this facility, and that was something they’d been told could never happen.  
 
    That meant they were in uncharted territory, and while they began to claim low level facilities in the immediate area by physically going there and cutting remote access, there was discussion amongst themselves as to how to proceed…during which the orbital bombardment began.  
 
    They couldn’t see it directly, but some of them could feel the rumbles moving through the subterranean chambers. It took a while to get access to surface cameras, but when they did it became clear what was happening as a ring of warships so thick they looked to be connected hovered around the perimeter of the Nu’avi’s arrival location…and were blasting down into the bedrock in a curtain of energy weapons that were visible now and then through the massive dust donut that was leeching back towards the clear center, soon to mask everything in the dirty haze.  
 
    It was not a quick thing, but hours long as a chasm was cut down through the surface and severing the conduits in and out of the region. During which one of Binoy’s holographic messages finally was answered with something other than an Essence detonation of the transmission drone. 
 
    “Explain your presence here,” the tailed biped said in the Star Force language that he’d downloaded into his bioarmor prior to arriving in the Temple. 
 
    The Arch Duke concealed his shock at the sudden change of events and remotely keyed for Morgan and others to join in from wherever they were at the moment.  
 
    “We have taken possession of this Temple and the others after the denizens of them launched an unprovoked attack on our capitol and killed nearly everyone on the planet. Explain your presence here,” the Human countered. 
 
    “We were sent by the Neofan to end your infestation of the Temples and return them to normal order.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “We are Nu’avi, sworn to House Mutavi. How did you learn to reprogram our technology?” 
 
    “It’s not that much more advanced than our own. Be aware, we’ve removed the mass murder hardware built into this Temple, so you’re not going to be able to remove our ‘infestation’ with the press of a button.” 
 
    “Removed?” 
 
    “Physically removed and destroyed.” 
 
    “These Temples are not meant for you. What right do you claim them by?” 
 
    “The right to deny our enemies a secure base from which to strike out at us from. We knew little of Essence when the attacks came, and were unable to defend ourselves. We have remedied that since, and in recompense we have claimed the Temples from which the attack was launched. Did the Neofan order the attack?” 
 
    “The Temples are meant to operate independently, and the Vargemma are meant to remain inside them other than to attend to duties involving the Hadarak. What did you do to attract their attention?” 
 
    “It seems they want us to lay down and die to the Hadarak purge. We chose to fight back, and are winning. They didn’t like that.” 
 
    The Nu’avi’s eyes narrowed. “You are successfully engaging the Hadarak?” 
 
    “One moment,” Binoy said, mentally accessing other data and producing holographic icons of Wardens and Lurkers in rows and evenly numbered clusters for the alien to see. “Our current kill count to date.” 
 
    The sheer number of icons seemed to have an effect on the Nu’avi. “How have you accomplished this?” 
 
    “Hard work. If the Neofan are currently fighting the Hadarak, are we not natural allies? Or are we destined to war against one another?” 
 
    “You would not survive it if we did.” 
 
    “Are you responsible for the Vargemma’s actions?” 
 
    “We were not aware of them.” 
 
    “Are you also not aware that an Apprentice of the Veloqueen tried to coopt one of our allies, and when they refused he murdered their leadership and tried to assume command?” 
 
    The Nu’avi blinked twice. “Are you acting under his authority here?” 
 
    The Arch Duke crossed his arms over his chest and huffed slowly. “No. He’s dead, though he took a lot of our people down with him.” 
 
    That put the look of fear into the Nu’avi, and Binoy made sure to keep his poker face on. 
 
    “What did you do to provoke the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Nothing. What triggered their purge is a mystery. It wasn’t anything we did. At least nothing that hadn’t been done long before we rose to our position of dominance.” 
 
    “They react to threats. Your Essence use…” 
 
    “Did not manifest to weaponized status until after the purge began. Regardless, it is happening and we have a responsibility to stop it. The Vargemma tried to stop us from stopping the Hadarak, and in recompense we relieved them of possession of the Temples.” 
 
    “Why have you left them alive? The Caretaker protocols have been overridden. You now control this facility, and I assume the others. Why have you not taken your vengeance on your attackers?” 
 
    “We have. By taking the Temples.” 
 
    “The Temples do not belong to the Vargemma. They merely inhabit them. Your vengeance has been misplaced.” 
 
    “You gave them the means to attack us, and you gave them a secure hiding place to do it from. You lost the Temples and are not getting them back. But then again you don’t need them. You’ve got plenty across multiple galaxies. No point in starting a war over these.” 
 
    “They are not yours.” 
 
    “They are now. We’re a nice empire. We get along with our neighbors who behave themselves, but don’t mistake that for weakness. When we’re hit, we hit back. And if the Neofan need as large of a distraction against the Hadarak as they can manage while they invade another galaxy to replace the one they are losing, us fighting each other is counterproductive.” 
 
    “How are you aware of events in other galaxies?” 
 
    “You’re shipping frozen people through this galaxy. We woke one up to ask what was going on.” 
 
    “You should not have interfered.” 
 
    “You should not have left this galaxy without a watcher. Relying on automated equipment is foolhardy. Your ‘denizens’ picked a fight with the wrong empire. We’re not looking for a fight with you, but if you bring one, you will get more than you expect back.” 
 
    “Why are you expanding beyond the Temples? Your attacks are nearing the Zotav, and there was no attack launched from there.” 
 
    “If you mean the large coin-shaped installations, there are Caretaker units coming out from them that are not playing nice with the locals. In order to defend them we have to counter the flow, and that means backtracking to the source.” 
 
    “What attacks have the Caretakers made beyond the Temples?” 
 
    “They have been harvesting, in a variety of forms.” 
 
    “They are programmed to harvest primitives only.” 
 
    “Star Force defends primitives.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “They’re people, not property, and they have the same right to live that you do.” 
 
    “The hierarchy of ascension deems otherwise.” 
 
    “Then the hierarchy of ascension…whatever it is…is our enemy. We stick up for the little guys here, and don’t like bullies in any form. That’s why we left the Vargemma alive, despite the threat they pose.” 
 
    “How can the Vargemma be a threat if you are successfully able to fight the Hadarak?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. Why were you sent here now and not earlier?” 
 
    “Your infestation rose to a level that could no longer be ignored.” 
 
    “We’ve been here a while. What changed? Or are you guys just that slow in responding?” 
 
    “You know much, yet you know so little. That is our error. A civilization such as yours that can kill Hadarak should have been identified and contacted long before now. I do not know why it wasn’t. You have not been briefed on the nature of the universe, so perhaps this conflict is one born of ignorance. I require information from you.” 
 
    “Concerning what?” 
 
    “Your war with the Hadarak, and your interaction with the Vargemma. Provide it and we will seek counsel from the Neofan as to how to proceed.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll be leaving, or staying put?” 
 
    “You have already established the borders for a containment area. If you provide the information requested, we will remain inside those borders while we await clarification of our orders.” 
 
    “And if they say to try to take back possession of the Temple?” 
 
    “Then we will do so. It was you who suggested there might be an alternative to war. Do you not wish to pursue it now?” 
 
    “Do you think we are so unwise to give you a full rundown on our capabilities?” 
 
    “An honest assessment is required.” 
 
    “Then you will have it, minus a few details.” 
 
    “If you wish to seek peerdom, full disclosure is required. If you fabricate your strength, there will be no forgiveness for the lie.” 
 
    “We’re not big on lies. But some secrets we will keep. The rest you can have.” 
 
    “How soon can you compile this information?” 
 
    “You will have it within the day.” 
 
    “Then we will be at truce upon its arrival until we receive our revised orders.” 
 
    “Very well. However, we still have some digging to do. Please don’t try and pass beyond the boundary.” 
 
    “Deliver the information and that will not be an issue.” 
 
    “It will be forthcoming,” Arch Duke Binoy said with a nod, then his hologram cut out…leaving him with holograms of his peers surrounding him. 
 
    “Well done,” Morgan said. 
 
    “I’m surprised they talked at all,” he admitted. “The fact that they did worries me.” 
 
    “Why?” the Viceroy asked. 
 
    “Because it didn’t seem to be out of fear. It was a business attitude. They are still confident they can take us down if they need to, and that worries me because I have no idea how they could do it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kara said. “Zealots I can handle. This guy was too reasonable for an assassin. He was acting like a parent and we’re the children who are a little older than he was told, making his orders in error.” 
 
    “That bit about the Veloqueen…” Morgan added. “Anyone else sense a little tension there?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Binoy said. “But it could also be him accidentally stepping onto someone else’s turf. Communication between galaxies probably isn’t all that common.” 
 
    “I got the, ‘they’re the bigger bad guy’ vibe. And it was weird how easily he spoke our language. More than just the words. Also the subtle intonations. Someone has done their homework.” 
 
    “He also didn’t mention me,” Kara noted. “Either he didn’t know, or didn’t want to tip his hand as to that being a second reason why they are here.” 
 
    “Out of all the Temples, why come here if not for you?” Morgan pointed out the obvious. “Now I really want to know what these guys’ power levels are.” 
 
    “I think it’s clear we have a reprieve, nothing more,” the Viceroy said. “Assuming they honor the agreement, which I am not. We must be alert for a perimeter breach or magma activity.” 
 
    “Agreed. I’ll assemble the data packet and make sure it’s scrubbed accordingly. Do not mention the Uriti if Cooler talks to you again.” 
 
    “Cooler?” Binoy asked, then huffed when she showed him an ancient anime picture that was loosely similar. “Guess I never asked for a name. I suck at being a diplomat.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Morgan scoffed. “And if we can buy some time here, that gives Jason time to find the leak. That may be worth more than anything else.” 
 
    “Especially if they decide we’re worth more than 60 of them,” Kara added. “I don’t think this situation is going to improve unless there is some really big misunderstanding on their part. And I still don’t see a good option of fighting these guys other than face to face.” 
 
    “Not if they don’t come to the surface,” Morgan agreed. “But they’re here, and we have to deal with it. Suggestions after we’re done digging?” 
 
    “Stay on the lookout in case some got outside the perimeter already,” another lower ranking Archon reminded them.  
 
    “You get that job,” Morgan delegated. “Anyone else?” 
 
    The following silence was telling, and Morgan let it hang in the air for a few moments.  
 
    “Well then. Guess it’s on me. Stay sharp and don’t trust these bastards an inch. And while we’re at it, let’s make the chasm double wide and throw in some sensors afterward.” 
 
    “It will be done,” the Viceroy said, then his holo winked out as Morgan signaled their little conference was over.  
 
    Kara leaned her butt back on the central holopedestal as she looked at Morgan. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Deadlocked is more like it. I think he was honest when he said he didn’t expect us to have this much control over the Temple. I just don’t like the idea of letting them run around down there without being able to confront them with anything other than drones.” 
 
    “If they’re not siphons, we can spam them to drain them of their reserves.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “Get on it. And if they are siphons?” 
 
    “It won’t matter in the tunnels. Only a huge amount point overloading their production capabilities will have an effect.” 
 
    “Which means bringing them to the surface, or at least a large subterranean chamber.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can stop their movement, but we can frustrate it if we can produce enough of the right models. Keep them defending rather than acting.” 
 
    “They just gave us time to build them. Use it.” 
 
    “How much are you going to give them?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Enough,” Morgan said as she linked into the computer and began rifling through secure files on the Hadarak campaigns… 
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    August 3, 128888 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Shadow Network Node 22913 
 
      
 
    Jason-025 wore full armor in one of the numerous air-less storage bays that were half full of crates and Caretaker debris. He’d been here personally for this battle, but by accident. The Founders were continuing to press their war to reclaim the Shadow Network with random drone armies surging forth into locations previously taken, and typically Jason found out about it after the fact. Usually the battles didn’t remove the Star Force garrison troops, for they were too well dug in and the machines simply weren’t that good in combat, but the continual pushback was expending resources and getting more out here was difficult…for both sides.  
 
    But this warehouse was full of raw materials and small components that had been manufactured elsewhere. It was also the first of its kind discovered, which was why Jason was here snooping around. Something about it just didn’t feel right to him. Everything in the Shadow Network was structured to support the Temples, and the idea of storing stuff out here rather than in the Temples seemed stupid on a scale that not even a newb could fathom…yet here it was, looking like a bad impersonation of Deep Space Nine with three rings to this station connected by stubby protrusions that spiked upwards into docking pylons.  
 
    And off of those pylons were supply ships, now captured even before the battle, but many more were now in Star Force hands that had brought the army of Caretakers to fight on the station. All were operating off of a small mag jump platform nearby, too weak to travel a long distance, but powerful enough to get to a much larger mag jump platform that had to be re-orientated to switch to this location. That function hadn’t been discovered until recently, which had allowed for this warehouse station to be reached. 
 
    A funny feeling had prompted Jason coming all the way out here himself, and he’d had only a few hours to explore before the assault force arrived and he assigned himself to primary interior combat duty. Since then he was back to exploring as others cleaned up the debris, though there was a lot of it. 
 
    Something about this place just felt wrong, and he couldn’t put his finger on it. The supplies were meant for somewhere else, that was obvious, but nothing cataloged in the Shadow Network needed them. This place was an anomaly, and no movement to it had been noted prior to Star Force’s arrival. The invaders had arrived via a different mag jump route, and the receiving dish had altered on its own prior to their arrival after receiving an incoming signal. 
 
    That was a damn risky way to travel. If the dish wasn’t redirected, the incoming travelers would either smash into it or deflect off the magnetic field to be lost in deep space. Then again, with only drones being sent perhaps the Founders didn’t care…expect that a near miss could have it colliding with the warehouse station too.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if the attack was part of a coordinated effort or a response to their incursion in this specific location, but the shape of the station still baffled him. It was so much wasted hull plating because the surface area was high because of the non-centralized design. Most Founder infrastructure was economically designed with small variations for style or specific function, but this one was not…at first glance. Jason didn’t think it was an homage, as some Star Force-built structures were. So there had to be some meaning here.  
 
    The vector the invading army had come from was close to intersecting with one of the periphery ‘Coins’ that his forces still couldn’t touch. The few connections prior to them were still too heavily guarded for his own drones to take, and he wasn’t going to risk sending manned ships into an ambush. With no planets to jump off of, there was only the mag jump platforms to use or the Dark Network links that had been proving more useful, but none of them went where he needed to go, and the front door was too well armed. Almost comically so. The Coins were something that the Founders didn’t want anyone getting to, even from their top secret transit networks that nobody was supposed to know about anyway. 
 
    As he was walking the storage bays a Star Force-captured Caretaker transport arrived, bringing a priority message for him from Morgan-063, which it transmitted to his armor via an external relay placed on the station just outside a hangar bay, for the hull blocked all other transmissions for a reason Jason also had not yet determined. 
 
    The trailblazer stopped walking as the mass of information hit him, along with Morgan’s request, and a sickly fear ran down his spine. He looked up at the ceiling and panned his head around slowly, using his Pefbar to see well through the walls as he examined the part of the station within his psionic range.  
 
    Suddenly he took off…not running, but flying through the station scanning as he went. It didn’t take long to confirm his initial suspicion, finding an exotic array built into the middle ring where he currently was. He following it around the arc nearly two thirds of the distance before it connected to a node. 
 
    Inside of which was an Essence containment orb plugged into some sort of device.  
 
    “Backdoor,” he said, suddenly feeling very insecure. If he was right, this facility was more important than he had realized. So much so that it might be attracting more than another Caretaker attack force…or perhaps a bigger one.  
 
    Orders flew through the battlemap coming from his Sav-enhanced mind that those receiving them had to sort through their parts for several moments before comprehending…then all the ships in the area began moving, as did the Commandos and Archons inside the station and on the mag jump platform.  
 
    If Jason was right, he’d just stumbled onto a third network, one that operated off of some sort of Essence travel. And if the trailblazer was also correct, it was probably what had allowed the Nu’avi access to the Temples while bypassing all of Jason’s roadblocks he’d been setting up in the other two networks to prevent just this sort of incursion. 
 
    And they’d sent 60 Essence-capable troops of unknown power to deal with the situation. Not the one or two that Kara had predicted. They’d sent an assault team to deal with the ‘infestation,’ and if Jason really had touched a sore spot here, there might be some coming his way right now. 
 
    He had 23 minutes to think about it before the mag jump platform activated again, and as soon as the first Caretaker ship arrived it was fired upon by the three Star Force warships here, their accompanying drones, and several captured transports that had been rebuilt to his liking. All were navigating on mooring beams for lack of any appreciable gravity, including the Star Force drones from the warships, as were the Founder ships arriving. 
 
    And they were in fact Founder ships, not just Caretakers, though there were some of them coming in too…and much larger versions, that weren’t just transports. They were Devastator-class, only seen in the really hot spots Jason had not yet been able to breach. And the first one to arrive was gutted within seconds as it was caught with its shields down inside the magnetic field that had just stopped its momentum.  
 
    The bloons did the most damage, exploding the craft wherever they hit hull, but the beams and bursts from multiple Star Force weapons ate away at the rest as the shields on Jason’s ships took many hits from debris being throw out as the second ship arrived far too close behind…and a third…and a fourth. 
 
    The immediate carnage was necessary, but when the 5th ship arrived it was one of unknown origin and only half the size of the Devastators…but it’s shields were up despite the mag jump arrival, and its weaponry was far more potent…allowing it to hold up long enough for another Caretaker ship to arrive behind it, this one a carrier with thousands of small drones that leapt off the craft before it could be destroyed. 
 
    They pushed off each other with mooring beams and threw themselves at the Star Force ships and the station beyond, most of which were shot down before they could arrive, but the unidentified ship was proving too tough to ignore, so all available weapons were turned towards it and a few of the smaller drones made it to the station, crawling their way around the hull towards the open hangar bays…or to closed bays that were opening upon their arrival despite attempted overrides from the Star Force team in the control center.  
 
    This was bad, because Jason didn’t have another exit point. The mag jump dish was pointed the wrong way, and right now that was the only way in or out…and even if he wanted to leave on that line, there were ships coming in his face that he might run into.  
 
    Bottom line was, he and his limited forces were cornered. They had to win this fight or they’d die here.  
 
    “Jason, look out!” a voice said over the comm as a battlemap warning marker appeared inside the station. It wasn’t exactly in his position, but a few corridors over. “Essence transport from the ships. I’m trying to lock it out, but they’re getting some people through a terminal.” 
 
    “Shit. How many terminals are in the station?” 
 
    “Checking…looks like just the one.” 
 
    “On it,” he said, flying towards the danger and realizing that if he acted fast he could limit the number of adversaries by destroying the device. Then again, he could also be rushing to a quick death. But if he was going to have to fight this out, keeping the numbers low was his best bet. 
 
    He could already feel two minds present, and when he got close enough he attempted telepathic intrusion…getting blocked by one immediately but getting a quick grab on the other before being shut out. 
 
    They were Essence capable, but they were grunts. He didn’t know what that meant in terms of power level, but they’d been grabbed off other missions and stuffed onto the lead ships to deal with or slow down the Star Force incursion while the advanced troops were called up.  
 
    Jason didn’t get much more than that, but the situation was clear. Whatever was coming in the subsequent waves would wipe them out, either navally or hand to hand. They were not going to let Star Force have this facility, which meant Jason had accidentally bitten off more than he could chew.  
 
    “We win this fight or we all die here,” Jason told everyone moments before he engaged the Essence users, which were now 3 in number. “More advanced troops are on the way, and they’re going to wipe us out. If we hold here, we evacuate. If we lose, we’re dead. Reorient the mag jump immediately after the reinforcements stop coming. Push the damn thing with your hulls if you have to. It’s our only way out.” 
 
    He wanted to say more, but there was no time. He flew through the archway into the medium-sized chamber that held the invisible Essence portal that appeared little more than a decorated wall, but as soon as he was through he dropped to the ground and ran, causing his body to transition into Saiyan 1 form, with his hair going blonde inside his armor and his body calibrating to a much higher tempo, so much so he moved faster across the ground than he could while flying, running towards the now four individuals clad in heavily mechanical armor and unleashing the full fury of his mental psionics against them as he put up a defensive Essence barrier around his body. 
 
    Which was needed. He got hit with something immediately, then the foursome stumbled or fell as they were disoriented, allowing him to run dangerously close by them as he activated his armor’s death sabers, popping a flat energy blade out of each wrist just above his hands. He slashed through the arm of one that was in reach, cleaving it with a tug on his own arm as the enemy armor resisted the cutting somewhat.  
 
    It wasn’t a kill shot, but he couldn’t move any further away from the wall and still be able to slash through the equipment just as a 5th individual came through right in front of him. 
 
    Jason didn’t have long to react, with his body slamming into the new arrival as he kept his arm stretched out to make sure he got through the entire portal with one slash. He took the body hit, then finished up with a quick Jumat ring blast that knocked the individual further ahead of him and pushed some of the others to the ground, then his Saiyan reflexes got his own footing back sooner than his stunned opponent…whom he dove his right death saber right through his chest with a quick poke, then slashed it sideways out of his body, cleaving half his torso in one quick gesture that felt sluggish as the armor resisted the cutting. 
 
    The enemy alien hit the wall with him, dead or heavily injured, as Jason kicked his feet up and landed against it with one foot on either side of the body, taking his momentum and turning it into a jump off the wall with him heading back towards the others as he hit them with another Fornax blast while attempting quick mental hacks and disorientation attacks…but it didn’t fully work, and one of them remained standing this time as they others fell. 
 
    Jason’s Essence barrier melted under the next attack that came, but not before he got within melee range and got a good slash across his opponents neck…with his head coming clean off as he telekinetically reached for the other three and added an Essence boost to it, pulling all of their wobbling bodies in his direction as he dug his feet into the floor and slid to a stop while using his Yen’mer to help ‘fly’ him the other direction, for his speed was so great it was not easy to quickly redirect it the opposite direction.  
 
    That closed the distance he had to cover…only this time he wasn’t able to, because an Essence wall smacked into him and knocked him backwards, only to have him spring out of the fall so fast he remained a blur as a Jumat wave came back at the three remaining enemies. 
 
    Two of them got knocked down, but one blocked it with an Essence technique and threw an invisible attack back towards Jason who put up a defensive wall of his own, not around his entire body but concentrated in front of him. More than half of it melted away, but some slipped around the edges and reached for his armor, sinking into his body and making him feel so sick he puked in his helmet as his internal organs were messed with somehow. 
 
    He nearly fell, but surged the Essence from his Magicite ring through his body in a cleansing wash, returning him to fighting capability within a second, even as he recognized he was injured. He had to end this fast, so he opened up the glove on his left hand, in the palm only, to expose his skin and the slit in it while goosing his shields to protect him from the lack of air…and from that palm he fired his Bra’hem. His other arm still had his bioplasma, but he was one of the Archons who had elected to replace the other with the far more potent weapon…and he poured everything he had into one shot directed at the enemy that had remained standing, expecting him to be the strongest as he quickly threw another Fornax blast towards the others, hoping to at least delay their attacks against him. 
 
    The green beam shot out like a wobbly laser, but Jason’s arm precision was good enough to land it in the armored chest, though the beam hit something before that and splintered, with pieces of it shooting out into the ceiling, walls, and floor…and luckily into one of the other enemies as well, but most of it got through the primary target and burnt clean through his armored body…and the wall behind him into the next room. 
 
    He wasn’t dead, for Jason could still feel his mind active, so as he dropped to the floor Jason ran up over him and lopped off his head before he could launch another Essence attack in his last moments of life…yet his head rolling on the floor was able to release one last grab, which felt like a mini black hole sucking everything towards it, and it tripped up Jason, smacking him face down on the ground as his feet were pulled back from him, then the effect disappeared and he pushed himself up into the air and flew forward, having his Essence shield completely destroyed and the upper layers of his armor disintegrated in a puff of smoke that obscured his vision…but not his Pefbar. 
 
    He disabled the two remaining enemies with a tier 4 Si’mosa, creating a Lachka object equivalent to handcuffs around both individuals’ bodies, then pulled them together until they were touching each other and unable to move.  
 
    Jason ran up to them and dropped an Ubven over both before slicing off the head of one of them, then he surged the power through his body as he activated his Saiyan 2 genetics a moment before he struck, having to deactivate most of his Saiyan 1 speed in the process, then he delivered a punch to the alien’s midsection so powerful it broke through both the Ubven and the remains of the ‘handcuffs,’ throwing him across the room and bouncing his last opponent off the wall, his armor crushed from the fist punch and much of his body inside it. 
 
    Jason could tell he was unconscious, which had been his intent. He was too dangerous to be kept alive and restrained, but unconscious was no threat…so after a quick revisit to the portal and slashing it beyond recognition with his energy blades, he returned to the alien and pulled off the crushed chunks of his armor, belatedly realizing that there was now atmosphere in the room. He didn’t remember when that happened, but probably during or just before the fight in response to the living owners arriving in the station. 
 
    Lucky for this one, otherwise the decompression would have finished him off. Jason touched his hand to the blue/green chest and hacked into his body, healing what ended up being a ‘her’ enough so that she wouldn’t die, but making sure she remained unconscious as he dug out as much information as he could, knowing there were at least some Caretaker drones in the station, but his troops should be able to deal with those. Right now he needed some answers, and he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to get them…all the while monitoring the ship vs. ship carnage at the mag jump platform via his battlemap link as he momentarily opened his helmet and telekinetically cleaned the puke off his face. 
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    Commando Ren Ghanna fired her Dre’mo’don rifle three quick times, throwing blue orbs of destructive energy down the corridor into the Caretaker drone along with many others coming from her squadmates that punched through its shields within seconds, but not before it fired back with a topaz beam directly into her chest. 
 
    It drained her shields rapidly, and as she dodged to the side the beam followed her, roasting her armor as it didn’t relent…then Harold stepped in front of her and took the blast, leaving her a wicked scar pattern on her Mainline blue/white hard plate armor, making her glad she had been wearing it instead of the weaker nanite version.  
 
    Ren brought her rifle up as he poked out from behind Harold and fired…except her gun malfunctioned, which was when she saw the melt line drawn across it just before Mark exchanged positions with Harold before his armor was breached.  
 
    The Caretaker had many holes in it by now, but it was still firing its constant beam as it floated two feet off the ground…then Ren flung a small disc half the size of her palm onto the floor and it slid just behind the drone, passing underneath a moment before the grenade exploded, punching the Caretaker up into the ceiling where it crunched, then fell to the ground with the constant beam now deactivated. 
 
    “Move,” Harold said, with her four-member squad sprinting towards it and putting more shots into the machine as it moved about for a moment, but its anti-grav was clearly fragged and within the next 20 seconds it was reduced to junk. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Ren asked, dipping a finger into the crisscross pattern on her chest, confirming what her internal sensors already told her. Atmospheric integrity remained, meaning no holes all the way through, so she could still handle vacuum without having to engage emergency protocols. 
 
    “It’s not in the Temple catalog,” Brennan confirmed as the four Humans moved past the Caretaker and continued to make their way towards the hangar bay where this one had apparently entered. “Must be something special they were saving.” 
 
    “My rifle is slagged,” Ren said, clipping it onto her back and pulling out a pair of pistols from her rack. “We can’t trade like that again.” 
 
    “We need cover,” Harold said, running alongside Ren behind the other two as they finally got to the hangar entrance…only to have another beam shoot out it and wing Mark before he rolled behind the wall on the far side while the other three tucked up against the nearer flank.  
 
    “When it comes through, we…” he said as the wall beside him began to glow a moment before it blew out and the beam cut through where his head had just been before he ducked and was now kneeling on the ground.  
 
    “Chipmunks,” he ordered, with Mark pulling two hockey pucks off the small storage compartment underneath his weapon rack. Both transformed in his hands into mechanical quadrupeds, onto both of which he attached grenades…then he dropped them to the ground, only to have them scurry off around the corner and into the hangar as he remotely guided them via his helmet, though most of their programming was automatic. 
 
    The beam didn’t alter, still cutting through the wall, but a secondary weapon shot near one of the skittering things with the shock wave knocking it to the side…but it was so fast it made it within 3 meters before getting shot and detonating the grenade in the process.  
 
    That moved the Caretaker drone backwards a bit as the second ‘squirrel’ got underneath and jumped up onto the drone, sticking to its shields for a split second before it detonated…then the four Commandos came through the opening with Mark taking the beam on his shields and intact armor as the other three fanned out and poured all their weaponsfire into the Caretaker. 
 
    Ren dove in front of Mark, putting her back to it so the beam wouldn’t punch through his armor, and that meant she couldn’t shoot either, but it gave him a chance to overcharge his rifle as he took cover and then stepped around her armored hip, firing the larger glob of energy into the damaged undercarriage where the chipmunk had detonated.  
 
    The Caretaker dropped to the ground, its anti-grav slagged, and the beam twisted off the Ren and burnt into the floor as it refused to stop firing.  
 
    “All clear,” Harold called out a few moments later as they got to pointblank range and finished off the phone-booth sized machine. “Door controls.” 
 
    “On it,” Mark said, sprinting off to a small cupola at the top of some stairs along one hangar wall while the other three pushed the dead Caretaker around to make a barricade out of it facing the doors that were open to space aside from a containment shield that did nothing to mask the partial view of the warship battle outside from getting to them. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Brennan said. “They’re going at it at melee range.” 
 
    “No choice,” Harold growled. “They have to hit them on entry, and they can’t maneuver much on mooring beams. It’s close quarters or get so far away from the dish that they can hide behind the debris. The warships are pushing it where they want it right now.” 
 
    “Into the oncoming path of the enemy ships,” Ren said, seeing what he meant. “How?” 
 
    “Creative weapons fire. Mooring beams. I don’t know. I just hope there’s enough ship left for us to board. I don’t want to get stuck here,” he said as another dot shimmed in the light from the weaponsfire not too far away from them. “Incoming!” 
 
    All three began firing on the opening, with their weaponsfire hitting the shield and disappearing into it until the Caretaker passed through, then most of their shots went straight into it as the topaz beam appeared and went for Jen’s head, hitting her facemask for a second before she ducked down. Her shields took the hit, thankfully, then she rolled to the side and came around the end of their barricade on her side, poking her two pistols around vertically and showering the drone with mostly misses, but more and more hits connected as it got closer.  
 
    The beam went for one of the others, then it cut/blew apart the dead Caretaker at the middle, shoving Ren’s body a meter across the floor, with her rolling up onto her feet and continuing to fire, as did the others, with rifle shots coming from the cupola now as well, with Ren seeing the doors behind the Caretaker slowly begin to close. 
 
    One more…she thought, knowing that one of them probably wasn’t going to make it.  
 
    The Commando unclipped the last grenade she had from her belt, which she’d slipped out of her pack before using it as a shield earlier, but when she threw it towards the Caretaker it was sniped out of the air with a torch-like burst weapon, detonating it halfway between them, but doing nothing to stop that constant beam that was hitting Harold in his back while Brennan hid behind him and continued to fire.  
 
    Then a hail of rifle fire came from behind them, passing around Ren on all sides with her knowing to stand still, even as the beam switched to shoot her. 
 
    Instead she dropped face first to the ground and rolled sideways, with the beam hitting her helmet, shoulders, and arms before she twisted on the floor and put her legs in front of her…then there was a large explosion and the beam stopped. 
 
    “Damage report,” another Commando demanded, kneeling down beside her as one of his squadmates retracted the rocket launcher and put it back into its large niche on his back rack.  
 
    “I’m breached,” she said. “Chest. Regenerator is taking care of it.” 
 
    The Commando slapped her on the helmet in a friendly gesture then left her to deal with the damage. She could feel her body healing from the burn that had grazed her, but it was pretty clear part of her left breast was gone. Better that than a lung though. 
 
    As her bleeding stopped and new skin formed over the crater to seal it up, she triggered emergency protocols and a small packet of nanites stored in the white stripes on her armor melted leaving nothing but blue below. Those white rivers ran to the breach point and covered it in an armored patch…not nearly as good as what had been there, but the pressure in her chest disappeared when it did, at which point she checked her environmental sensors and saw the atmosphere that had recently popped up in the facility was only at 12% of Star Force normal, meaning her body had literally been pressing out through the gap from her own internal pressure. 
 
    Ren laid still, propped up on an elbow until the Regenerator finished locking down the damage and repairing what it could, but there was no way to replace the bulk of the missing tissue without a lot of food, so it pulled what it could from elsewhere in her body to fix the essential stuff, primarily the blood she’d lost to the decompression…which she could see showered on the floor in tiny drops so fine it looked like mist a meter to her left. The rest was on her knee and boot from her spinning through it earlier. 
 
    “Ren?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I’m mobile,” she answered, slowly getting to her feet.  
 
    “There’s 8 more Caretakers on their way here. I don’t know if they can burn through the door or not, but I jammed the door shut the best I could. Don’t ask me to open it again, because I can’t.” 
 
    “We’ll cover here,” Andrea said. “Get your squad moving.” 
 
    “To where?” Harold asked. 
 
    “Anywhere but here. You guys look like crap.” 
 
    “No argument,” Ren said, limping towards the door, though not from a leg injury. The adrenaline and shock of her injury weren’t clear yet, and it took her a moment to remember how to move her body in a coordinated fashion.  
 
    Mark took the lead and they kept Ren in the middle as they made their way back into the inner areas of the facility, seeing that the battlemap had other fights going on. Some with the ‘Xerath’ drones, as somebody had tagged them. Others with the conventional ones, and it was to that lesser combat that they moved.  
 
    When they got there they passed two other Commandos on the floor, both missing limbs that were nowhere to be seen. The position was marked as a waypoint, and Harold knelt down beside one of them to do a direct interface with their armor in a Commando ‘handshake’ that would allow them to monitor their internal stats without hacking the armor’s computer systems in an intrusive way. 
 
    “Dead,” he said, flipping the body over to find a huge crater in the back that had cored out several inches of flesh inside. He checked the other one, finding him unconscious and barely alive. “Harold. Health pack, now.” 
 
    “On it,” he said, pulling out a small block of biomatter. Each squad carried one, just in case someone got hurt so bad their body didn’t have enough tissue to repair the critical components. Ren didn’t carry any, and she was glad she didn’t, otherwise she might have been tempted to use it on her inconsequential wound.  
 
    Harold took the block and rolled the Commando over, shoving it into the left abdomen where the white material had moved to cover the breach. Thankfully Commando armor was programmed to accept it, and the nanites passed it through, giving it to the Regenerator tendrils that greedily sucked it up and used it to replace internal organs that were damaged.  
 
    “Why’d they leave him?” Ren asked, searching the battlemap for answers. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s got to be something bad,” Brennan said as he saw a Commando dot disappear from the map a few hundred meters away…then it reappeared again briefly before going back in. 
 
    “Null field,” he warned. “Hostiles in play unmarked.” 
 
    “Great,” she said, kneeling next to the unconscious Commando as orders suddenly got rewritten. The ‘engage all targets’ standing orders were refined to evacuation cover combat only, with routes to one hangar bay only popping up for all units in the field.  
 
    “Carry them both,” Mark said, running off a different direction. “I’m going to the null field.” 
 
    Ren knew what that meant as Brennan and Harold picked up the pair of surviving and dead Commandos, then followed her as they tracked the virtual trail of breadcrumbs to their evac point. Whatever Commandos were inside the null field wouldn’t have gotten the orders, so Mark had to take them to them directly.  
 
    The station was a big one, so it took a lot of running to get to the hangar bay in question, and thankfully they avoided the ongoing fights…thanks to whoever had laid out the evac routes. When they arrived they fell in with dozens of other Commandos, a few Archons, and 22 support staff…out of 31 that were supposed to be here. There should also have been 124 Commandos, if everyone had made it.  
 
    More trickled in, some coming with fresh combat wounds, then the last of them arrived carrying dead or injured, but no Mark. Jason-025 came in last, his own armor mangled in a lock-up protocol that the nanite armor engaged in when there were too few remaining to cover the body in the normal fashion, so they spread out and became rigid, just enough to keep air in and hazards out, but very low in armor value…and the trailblazer had several visible ridges swollen up on his chest indicating such damage. 
 
    He issued the ‘board immediately’ order as soon as he came in…which coincided with a dropship sliding through the open hangar doors as flashes of weaponsfire reflected off its glossy surface from somewhere nearby…and from the colors Ren could tell it was small point defense weaponry, probably from other dropships or a small naval drone keeping the Caretakers away from this hangar door. 
 
    Ren ran with the others onboard as she searched the battlemap for Mark’s ID, but it had never come out of the null zone. She replayed the data after she sat down against a wall inside the dropship as everyone poured in, but too few to make it crowded. His position marker went inside, then several minutes later others came out, including Jason’s, but not Mark’s.  
 
    “Who got left behind?” she asked as the dropship lifted off and slowly moved out of the hangar, so not to gain too much momentum after it left the anti-grav and had to deal with nearly gravitational-less space.  
 
    “The dead,” Jason said, peeling back his helmet and spitting out a sickly black goo onto the floor.  
 
    “What was in the null field?” she demanded. 
 
    “More of those Xerath drones in storage. One of the other ones got there and began activating them,” he said, pointing to someone else. “Make sure she stays unconscious, or she’ll kill you in an instant.” 
 
    Ren followed his finger to one of the support staff…who was kneeling next to and scanning someone that was not from Star Force.  
 
    “She’s an Essence-capable prisoner. She has to remain unconscious, and I don’t have the right equipment here. Monitor her continuously.” 
 
    “Where did that come from?” one of the other Commandos asked. 
 
    “Portalled in from one of their ships before I could destroy the terminal. If they get bold they can come through the walls into our ships. They just can’t see where they’re going and might end up in a bulkhead, but be alert regardless.” 
 
    Ren stiffened, not realizing that little tidbit about Essence capabilities, and brought one of her pistols up into her lap as she sat and ground her toes inside her boots to distract herself from the pain of her wound…which was healed over, but there was a nagging ache that would not go away and wanted to make her puke, and the Regenerator wasn’t doing anything about it.  
 
    She pulled up the battlemap outside the dropship to see where they were going…and suddenly the ache didn’t feel so bad. One of their warships was dead and listing with huge chunks of it missing. The other two were still fighting, but one was badly damaged and only showing partial weapons discharge. Most of their drones were still in play, and it seemed the enemy ships were focusing on the Star Force manned vessels…which usually did not get this close to combat, though at the moment they didn’t really have a choice. It was do or die, and right now both sides were tearing into each other rapidly as more ships continued to arrive, often running into the debris of others and damaging themselves in the light collisions. 
 
    Their dropship wasn’t heading for the warships, but rather to one of the converted Caretaker vessels that was drifting their way…along with three other dropships that were tagged with having passengers. Those would be from the other excursion teams located in the smaller stations at this mag jump terminal. They were reporting no casualties, so it seemed the Caretakers only cared about the big ringed station for the moment.  
 
    More dropships and other small craft were following them to provide cover fire, but the battlemap made it clear that everyone living in the Star Force occupation force was now off the big station.  
 
    Meaning Mark was dead, and they weren’t even going to get a chance to bring his body back. 
 
    Ren puked in her mouth, then smashed her hand against the wall and she fought to control her body and swallowed it back down.  
 
    And she wasn’t the only one. All around the dropship bay there were gestures of frustration and anger, with the trailblazer amongst them, punching a supply crate so hard his armored hand went right through, then came out holding some mashed food cubes.  
 
    Jason looked at the mush a bit, then calmly opened the crate the way it was meant to be and started to pull out packages that he threw to the injured.  
 
    “Eat now and get those wounds healed up as best you can. We’re not out of this yet. Not by a long shot. And if we get pinned here, we’re taking the fight onboard their ships rather than stand by as target practice. So use the moment of rest as best you can to refit,” he said, walking over to another container and pulling out a canister of nanites that he proceeded to graft into his armor to replace what he had lost, with the swollen ridges disappearing as the grey nanites changed color to match his white/chrome Clan armor.  
 
    Ren pulled off her helmet and took a package that Jason threw to her, then made herself eat, swearing that if she got one of these Founder bastards in her sights she was going to take them down with her before a drone could finish her off. 
 
    She glared at the prisoner, wanting to put a shot into it now, but refrained. If Jason wanted it alive then there was a reason for it. 
 
    “Here,” Harold said, handing her a new rifle and a clip of grenades. “If you’ve got a place for them.” 
 
    “I’ll make a place,” she said, standing up to do just that as she inspected the damage to her back rack…or tried to, since it wouldn’t detach.  
 
    “Can you fight?” 
 
    “Well enough,” she growled, then he put a hand on her shoulder…not saying anything. 
 
    She looked at his face plate, her eyes filled with fury, then two tears formed that did little to diminish her intensity.  
 
    “No mistakes,” he finally said, and when she nodded her agreement he let go and walked away to sit on a bench that had been extracted from one of the walls.  
 
    Ren knew what that meant. Mark was dead, as were others she had known, and she couldn’t let it get her or others killed by making stupid mistakes out of grief or vengeance. Vengeance had to be calculated and efficient. Not sloppy. 
 
    And if she got the chance, it was definitely not going to be sloppy…though her slightly shaking hands seemed to argue that point. 
 
    Whatever. She’d just have to get closer.  
 
    Ren popped another food cube into her mouth and chewed…feeling her chest gain a bit of mass as soon as the material hit her stomach where the Regenerator grabbed it and put it to work filling in the gash in her left breast.  
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    Jason climbed outside the dropship before it reached the converted Caretaker vessel, clinging to the hull like spiderman until he got around to the side he wanted…then he jumped with as much force as he could get and went ballistic, floating across the void towards the 22 mile long warship Blue Miona. It was a long way away, but he didn’t have time to wait for a ride and a ship that large was going to be hard to miss so long as he didn’t terribly misjump…but he wasn’t betting his life on that. His Yen’mer was good enough to tug him about a tenth of an inch per minute at maximum power…which meant it was basically useless. However, after several miles of drifting a mooring beam shot out from the Iron Hammer and accelerated him while also doing some small course corrections. 
 
    The trailblazer flew through space as the fighting ahead of him continued, but he was on the quiet side with all the carnage taking place inside the mag jump dish. No Caretaker drones could get to him where he was, for they couldn’t fly where they didn’t have a short range mooring beam connection either, so he was safe from their firepower, but not the enemy warships’ long range weaponry. 
 
    He’d calculated that before he jumped, hoping to stay anonymous all the way to the Blue Miona, which was now out of the fight. Only two weapons batteries were still operational, and probably on backup power at that. Huge chunks of the ship were gone, and by the time Jason got halfway there he started to encounter dust-like debris all over his armor.  
 
    He flicked on his shields, knowing that his speed was going to decrease slightly, but the tiny collisions deflecting him off course was his larger worry…though the closer he got and more of his view of the starfield was eclipsed by the ship, he knew he was going to make it there, even as it drifted away from the mag jump dish due to the all the explosions it had undergone. 
 
    The drift wasn’t much, but given time it would be lost to space. His people on the mag jump station had indicated that the end of the enemy convoy was coming up, for their numbers had been transmitted prior to arrival for coordination issues. Unfortunately they hadn’t found those earlier, buried in the programming as they were, and Jason was confident his remaining ships could take what was coming, though barely. Most of his converted ships were already destroyed, and the Iron Hammer was venting atmosphere from multiple hull breaches, but none were too large. The weaponry being used on the Founder ships was different than what was available in the Temples, but after seeing it in action the Naval crews were quickly adapting their shields and firing patterns to compensate. 
 
    They wouldn’t be caught off guard by the overly large pulse cannons again. 
 
    The battle wasn’t over yet, but Jason was fighting the one yet to come. More reinforcements would be coming, over and over, as the Founders’ troops on the Coin responded to this unacceptable incursion. He’d gleaned that much information from his prisoner, and he knew that the next group would kill whoever was left here twice over, so they had to leave immediately, and that meant evacuating the dead warship and recovering all crew onboard…which was where he needed to be. 
 
    The last Founder ship arrived just before he got there, and a huge flash of its already charged pulse cannon momentarily blinded him as it reflected off the shields of the Kionana, which was going to be their primary ride out of here. The warship was mostly undamaged, but the Iron Hammer had just taken a huge hit according to the battlemap, though he couldn’t see it. What was left of the Blue Miona was eclipsing his view, and soon a mooring beam from the Kionana reached out at far range and grabbed him, slowing him down over the next few seconds before releasing him again. 
 
    A few moments later he hit the hull feet first, taking as much of the impact on his bent legs as he could, but his momentum was still too high and he fell, bouncing off the hull back the way he’d come…but not before he used his Tier 4 psionic Ty’vo and extended his own form of a mooring beam to the hull, with the hazy green conduit sticking to the hull plate while yanking his right arm so hard his shoulder popped out of socket. 
 
    But his momentum was stopped, and he reeled himself in until he got to the hull and got an armor lock on it, then he felt the pressure in his shoulder build before his Regenerator finally popped it back into place, then quickly repaired the damage surrounding it…which saved him the trouble of having to do it himself. 
 
    Jason ran across the hull, making sure to keep one foot in contact at all times…then got tired of going so slow and started jumping, using his Ty’vo to pull him back down each time, and was able to build up a considerable amount of speed all the way up to one of the smoldering craters in the hull. 
 
    He passed through a plume of smoke that was slowly eeking away from the ship, then slung himself down into the wrecked section, using his sensors and Pefbar to look for the best way inside, eventually finding an airless corridor open to space…or mostly, for there were bent bulkheads and other stuff warped over most of it, but Jason was able to slither through to the far side where there was pieces of shrapnel imbedded in the walls everywhere. 
 
    He floated, bouncing his way down the hallway that normally would have had anti-grav, until he got another 180 meters in, then he suddenly fell to the ground as he reached an intact pocket of gravity. Not far beyond that he found sealed bulkhead doors, on the other side of which he could feel air with his Pefbar. 
 
    Thankfully Star Force had a long history of ship design under their belt, so each emergency bulkhead door was also equipped with the means for individuals to pass through, so he opened a hatch and input the necessary activation code…which was little more than a few buttons to insure it wasn’t accidentally activated from debris, and a piece of the hatch slid aside, with an enviro shield keeping the air and heat within. 
 
    Jason walked through then sealed the hatch again, confirming that the air in here was still good and warm, which meant power was still available.  
 
    He reached out to the ship’s computer, finding most of it non-responsive, but the local nodes were still up and tracking some of the crew, allowing him to sprint off in their direction as he started to broadcast telepathically, not trusting the comm systems to be fully working, though he also used them too, knowing that both probably would not reach the entirety of the massive ship. 
 
    “Evacuate immediately. The ship is to be scuttled. We must leave through the mag jump before the next wave of ships arrive. Get all crew to the intact evac craft in the hangars or escape pods. Leave no one behind. I’ll handle the sensitive equipment in the ship. Everyone get moving, now!” 
 
    Jason repeated similar orders as he traveled, moving from place to place and not having too much trouble getting around the missing chunks of ship, though there were some areas that were entirely without power. The redundant comm nodes allowed him to stay linked to the battlemap most of the time, and he monitored the crew actions, having to stop off and beat his way through a malfunctioning blast door that was trapping 23 people on the other side, but after he freed them he made his way to the computer core…and began slagging everything in sight. 
 
    He didn’t know if the Founders would be able to retrieve this ship or not, but if they did he didn’t want them having access to the Star Force databank, which each warship contained a fairly complete copy of. After he finished there he hit several other critical areas as the crew took care of their own and rounded up everyone who was still alive while searching the devastated areas where the sensors were not functioning. 8% of the crew were still missing, though they had most likely been in the areas of the ship that no longer existed. Blown apart by the explosions or thrown out into space in the aftermath.  
 
    The other two warships were not reporting any emergency beacons free floating, so it looked like they had all the survivors rounded up, but they couldn’t be sure without bodies to count…except by reviewing recorded battlemap records to determine where each person had been prior to the damage occurring. 
 
    “Jason, we have two possible survivors,” Captain Jannice’s voice said through his helmet comm. “Relaying location. I have nobody on that side of the damage. Can you get to them?” 
 
    “I’ll find a way. Do you have enough craft to get everyone clear?” 
 
    “Now that the fighting’s done out there, yeah. With the help of the other ships’ mooring beams. We can fit everyone in the dropships. Do you want us to leave one for you?” 
 
    “Put a pilot in it and have it crawl along the hull tracking my location. Take all the others. Don’t leave anything behind.” 
 
    “Are you going to scuttle the ship?” 
 
    “Partially. Enough to move it away from the stations. If it gets far enough beyond I don’t think they’ll be able to reel it back in. Make sure everyone is accounted for.” 
 
    “Those two possibles are the only ones left. Everyone else was in the blast zone,” she said with a hitch in her voice. 
 
    “If they’re alive I’ll find them. Get going as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Copy that,” she said firmly, leaving Jason to redirect towards another wrecked section of the ship, but one that was somewhat intact due to the explosion on the outside that crunched inward the neighboring sections rather than blowing them out into space. When he got near to it he passed through an enviroshield that was tinted yellow, indicating partial atmosphere on the other side…and when he got there his armor readings said it was already below freezing, meaning there was a leak, but not a big one. The ship was trying to pump new air in there to compensate, but it was only reading at 63% pressure. 
 
    Jason scanned as he went, finding one leak and pulling an intact wall panel off only to shove it on the other wall where the leak was and quick weld it into place with his bioplasma. He couldn’t delay too long, but if the survivors weren’t in suits they needed as much air as they could get.  
 
    The section of the ship that needed searched was nearly a half mile wide, and Jason’s Pefbar didn’t reach that far, but his telepathy did, and he searched for active minds, finding none. That didn’t stop him, for unconscious people barely registered telepathically, so he kept moving through the damaged areas, having to backtrack three times to get around clogged corridors, but eventually he came across one body pinned against the wall with an angular piece of metal shoved through her abdomen and pinning her a few inches up off her feet.  
 
    She was dead, but Jason went up to her to check anyway, because her emergency envirosuit was on, and that usually wasn’t the case unless they expected a hull breach. He reached for her mind…and felt a static buzz.  
 
    That made no sense. It shouldn’t be transmitting anything unless… 
 
    Yep. Her head on the other side had a piece of shrapnel in it that was connected to a broken power cable and it was pumping electricity into her brain. That was causing the telepathic buzz when he tried to connect.  
 
    He was standing a few inches away, sticking his head around her helmet so he could see the other side, when a hand grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Shit,” he said, realizing his mistake and quickly cutting off the shoulder of her envirosuit as he peeled back the armor on his right hand…feeling the frigid temperature and low pressure immediately. He made skin to skin contact so he could get an accurate assessment of the damage to her all the while scanning the metal pinning her with his Pefbar. 
 
    He didn’t know how she was alive, other than the damage was pressure locked because the debris was still inside her rather than hitting and pulling back out…which is what he couldn’t do right now.  
 
    Jason used both his armor’s Regenerator and his Haemra healing psionic to make enough repairs to keep her alive, then he began hacking away at the metal pinning her with his death saber, first at her head then her abdomen, and when the chunk of debris was removed from her head and the electric current was shut off, the women suddenly died. 
 
    Her heart, brain, and internal organs all shut down in sync, with his Regenerator immediately restarting them all manually, meaning if he let go of her shoulder the tiny tendrils crossing from his body into hers would break and she would be a goner, so he worked with one arm and his Lachka to cut away the rest of the debris pinning her, including a crushed left foot, and pulled her free, having to carry her in a telekinetic grasp due to her very fragile condition. 
 
    Jason worked on her for a long time right there, a few meters away from the damage, then had to retreat with her back to the heated and full pressure area as the air continued to leak out faster than the ship could replace it. Once he was sure the women would live, he left her in a coma on the safe side and went back to look for the other person…eventually finding a dead body that could not be revived.  
 
    He left the man there and went back for the survivor, only to find that she had died again.  
 
    “What the fuck…” he mumbled, bringing her back again, thankfully, and not understanding why the repairs to her body didn’t hold…then he realized that her brain was missing a lot of programming due to the lost tissue that the regenerator has replaced with default growths, and there was probably an incompatibility in inadequacy somewhere.  
 
    Which meant he wasn’t going to be able to leave her again or he was going to lose her…but he had to get the ship out of enemy hands. 
 
    “Screw it,” he said, deciding to stay with the woman as he hauled her through the ship to an intact emergency airlock and signaled the dropship trailing him outside to dock there ahead of him. 
 
    Jason ran into the ship with the women, his hand still on her exposed shoulder so his Regenerator could connect along with his Haemra, but he knew the Regenerator onboard the dropship wouldn’t be enough because his was saying she was fine. He had to stay with her and make manual adjustments or she’d be lost. 
 
    “Captain Barre,” he said over the comm to the Kionana. “I can’t get to the Blue Minoa’s tender spots. I’ve got a crewman hanging on by a thread and am in a dropship heading your way. Pull us there immediately, and once this warship is evacuated, you’re going to have to use your weaponry to explosively propel her into deep space where the Founders can’t recover her.” 
 
    “I understand. The crew are not clear yet, and the mag jump dish can’t reorient without pushing the entire area clear. We have to move off before that can happen. And there are readings of survivors on the Founder ships.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to play games,” Jason said angrily. “Override the protocols on the dish and move it without clearing the area.” 
 
    “That may damage the dish.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    “I have a bad idea, and it involves losing the Iron Hammer.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jason said to himself off comm. He should have seen it sooner, but part of his mind was inside the woman fighting a battle to keep her alive and his tactical sense was compromised. “Bumper cars?” 
 
    “We have it take the hits as we move the dish. I believe its magnetic drives will survive long enough to do what needs to be done. Captain Ollo concurs.” 
 
    “Does he?” 
 
    “We must leave, and he does not want to expel the surviving crewmembers on the enemy ships to be lost and unrecoverable in deep space. Getting our personnel out is our top priority. The ships are secondary, and our conscripted vessels are not powerful enough to move the debris in time.” 
 
    “Captain I’m having to use my psionics plus a Regenerator to keep this crewman alive. I’m distracted. Do what needs to be done, just get that dish repositioned or we’re all going to die here. You have temporary command.” 
 
    “Understood on both counts. I’ll have our top medtechs waiting in the hangar bay when you arrive. Barre out.” 
 
    Jason kept glancing at the battlemap as he worked, but he still didn’t understand why this woman wasn’t able to stay intact with a Regenerator connected to her. He felt like he was playing whackamole with a partner and barely staying ahead of her next crash, and that didn’t change all the way up to their landing on the Kionana with a trio of medtechs rushing up to where he had her laying on the floor.  
 
    “Brain damage,” he told them as they whipped out a variety of mobile equipment. “Her organs keep shutting down, and I think it’s a programming issue. Probably something the Regenerator is creating by accident.” 
 
    “Regenerative feedback,” one of them said after a few moments. “I’ve seen it once before, in the records. We need to insert a cyborg implant now, then rebuild her later. We need to move her.” 
 
    Jason lifted her telekinetically with his hand still connected to her shoulder. “Lead the way…” 
 
      
 
    By the time they got her to the medbay and had made her brain into a true cyborg that was capable enough to sustain her, Captain Barre already had cleared out the half of the dish arc that had to move up to reposition for their exit vector. The other half was still cluttered, some with dead ships, others with enemy crew still clinging to life onboard disabled ones. They’d have to make do on their own until their reinforcements arrive, because Jason had to get his people out of here now, for he didn’t know how long they had before the dish would rotate back with or without their permission to handle the incoming ships. 
 
    The Iron Hammer, now looking like a mashed up paper bag, had several enemy ships imbedded in its hull and sticking out of it at too many angles to have been an accident as it maneuvered within the dish arc on the powerful magnetic fields it produced, but there was no way to disconnect the enemy ship debris from it, meaning it wouldn’t be jumping out with what remained of the Star Force fleet…which was one large warship and 3 converted Caretaker ships. 
 
    Once all crew had been moved to the Kionana and all dropships were recovered, the intact warship and the smaller escorts moved to the far side of the debris where the magnetic field was a bit weaker, but no matter. How long it took them to reach the other end was inconsequential. Only how fast they got out of here ahead of their impending doom was relevant. 
 
    They went in series, with the smaller ships going first, but after the first two winked out as they launched themselves off the magnetic springboard, an incoming signal indicated the upcoming arrival of the another fleet 27 minutes away.  
 
    Jason had to remotely hit the override on the dish as it began to move again, putting it back into alignment for their exit vector. After it was within 16:23 of the arrival time even the override wouldn’t work, for the machine was configured to catch what was coming in no matter what. 
 
    But he didn’t need more than 2 more minutes to launch the last Caretaker ship and then the Kionana off the aligned magnetic field…after which it was a long coast across the blackness of deep space to another mag jump station that would automatically reorient to catch them regardless of what the crew onboard it had to say. 
 
    Those should still be Star Force personnel…he hoped.
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    October 7, 128888 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    It had been more than 4 months since the temporary truce in the Temple, and since that time Kara had returned to her training grounds with Strovok to wait. Morgan was off doing other stuff, but still in the Temple, as Kara had to remain here. Her location wasn’t a total secret, due to the ‘no go’ zone hovering over her as far as the Vargemma were concerned. And if she was going to play bait, the bait had to stay put to be found. 
 
    Kara sat on a flat rock, sitting cross-legged in the nude as she soaked up the sunlight as still as a statue. Only the gentle wind rocked her twin blue braids back and forth microscopically as she sat, apparently calm, but actually nervous. The Nu’avi had remained inside the canyon perimeter for the better part of three months, then they’d abruptly left through the underground portals.  
 
    All 59 of them.  
 
    They had to have known Star Force had some surveillance down there, so their leaving was more of a public spectacle than an actual departure. All 59 of them had in fact left the Temple, to where wasn’t known other than the fact it was on the same vector as they’d given Jason to investigate, but there was no word from him or his people yet. It was early, given the distances and comm lags, and she hoped he didn’t run into the Nu’avi wherever there was. 
 
    But the fact that they’d quietly left one of their original 60 behind said all that was needed.  
 
    There was a hunter here, operating in the dark with the departure of the others probably being a distraction or a useful coincidence. Ever since learning of that Kara had been waiting for the missing Nu’avi to show up on her doorstep, and despite the tracking programs set up around the containment area and elsewhere, they’d failed to detect the missing Nu’avi, so everyone assumed he was still underground in the containment area. 
 
    Everyone that was gullible, anyway.  
 
    “How strong are you?” Kara asked loudly, though her eyes were still closed and there was no one to be seen, but she could feel his presence nearby. 
 
    “Far beyond you,” a voice spoke back in her own language, but he remained invisible. “Have I been anticipated?” 
 
    “You want my siphon ability for something, I assume.” 
 
    “Your kind are rare, and must be preserved at all costs.” 
 
    “Preserved or imprisoned?” 
 
    “Trained to serve in the greater war. Far beyond anything you can learn here. I must take you beyond this galaxy where the true masters will instruct you in developing powers beyond your imagination.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    “I will take you willingly or unwillingly. You do not understand the magnitude of the potential you possess, nor can I explain it. Thus you must come with me, by force if necessary.” 
 
    Kara still hadn’t moved. “Do the Nu’avi have it?” 
 
    “No, but yours is so undeveloped that you are no match for me. Come quietly and I will not have to harm you.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean us?”  
 
    Suddenly another disturbance manifested itself nearby, and Kara finally rose to her feet and turned, all in one smooth motion, as her Vorch’nas multiplied outward and covered her pale flesh head to toe in crystal-like white armor. “You missed one.” 
 
    Strovok appeared out of his Essence concealment as Kara threw a javelin-like Lachka construct using her tier 4 Si’mosa towards the invisible presence, only to have it caught there as the tailed biped became visible, holding the energy field in his right hand before crushing it into non-existence and leaping towards Kara. 
 
    Strovok slammed an Essence wall up in between them that stopped the Nu’avi cold, only to have him then lash out at both targets with some kind of Essence attack that Kara didn’t recognize, but she took it on her inefficient Essence barrier as she unleashed a salvo of mental disruption attacks using her psionics as Strovok closed on the enemy…with at least some of them hitting long enough for the Nu’avi to half fall to the ground before he was able to cleanse his mind of disruption.  
 
    That allowed Strovok to get in close enough to deliver a Hard Light ‘Hammer’ blow from a few meters away, physically hitting the Nu’avi without actually touching him…and the attack knocked the smaller race’s body flying, out of which he did something that blinded both of them and had Kara retreating backwards as her Pefbar indicated he was diving towards her. 
 
    She shoved a wide Jumat blast that direction as she washed her face with an Essence technique designed to negate and strip away other Essence…with her vision returning just as a crippling hold enwrapped her body outside her Essence barrier. It pinned her arms to her sides and her legs together as the Nu’avi tried once again to get to her…but Kara could still fly and took off straight into the air, leaving the Nu’avi on the ground where he couldn’t reach, at least not with his body. 
 
    Kara got yanked down hard, all the way to the ground where she slammed into it feet first and they sank into the dirt a good 5 inches, all the while her body was still restrained despite her nibbling away at the very thick and rigid Essence binders…that Strovok then destroyed with a wave of his hand as he threw his Essence on her and dissolved them away while reeling in and tackling the Nu’avi long enough for Kara to get back and throw as large of a Fornax blast as she could into the very small spot before her that contained the Nu’avi’s head.  
 
    Her aim was true, and Strovok got several punches off before he was thrown skyward and Kara was knocked back by an Essence blast so strong it was beyond anything Strovok had shown her. Trees toppled everywhere in an expanding ring, and had she not been able to fly herself to a standstill she would have been ricocheting off them instead of steadying herself and firing Dre’mo’don blasts from her wrists in a hail of small shots designed for area of effect and not precise targeting. 
 
    The Nu’avi blocked them and raced towards her, jump/running in large lunges before Kara caught him in her Ubven as she raced backwards, spreading her arms wide and bringing her legs up as she unleashed her Final Spark technique right into his face… 
 
    And it did absolutely nothing.  
 
    He clawed his way free of the heavy Lachka field restraining him, but not before Strovok got off a shot from behind that did something. Kara saw the Nu’avi wince, so maybe her attack had served as a distraction, but once he was free he didn’t go after her again…instead he went after Strovok and Kara trailed him, reaching out with her Lachka and Essence enhancing it to grab at the Nu’avi’s body and only succeeding in making him twitch…after which the two of them went at it melee style, with Essence techniques enhancing their body’s movements as well as casting others from point blank range. 
 
     Kara threw a tier 4 Takbri stun pulse at both of them, and somehow it got through, because they flopped to the ground long enough for Kara to telekinetically drag the Nu’avi off Strovok a few steps before he broke loose of her grip again.  
 
    Kara fired her Dre’mo’dons and her bioplasma out of her palms into the gap between them, making the enemy dive into the fire to get at Strovok…which he did, and she saw at least one impact on his bioarmor that smoked on contact as her friend backpedaled heavily, and she could sense he was in a panic. 
 
    That made Kara go ballistic, channeling all her Essence into one torrent and pushing it into the remaining gap between them, catching the Nu’avi just before he got to Strovok and pushing him several meters to the side…at which point the Mek’tal added his own movement attack, and together they succeeded in throwing him back into the downed trees, with him disappearing inside the brush that audibly broke as he was rammed through it. 
 
    I cannot take him, Strovok told her telepathically. His generation capability is higher than mine. 
 
    Then we go for longevity? 
 
    Or we run.  
 
    Run, Kara said, flying over the ground as Strovok took off, leaping over trees and getting some help from Kara to keep from getting mired in the brush as she lifted him over some obstacles with her Lachka.  
 
    The Nu’avi came after them with amazing speed, running so fast that Strovok was not going to be able to stay ahead of him…but the fleeing pair kept throwing Essence barriers and binding techniques backwards, forcing the Nu’avi to slow to deal with them long enough that they got into the standing trees again and were able to run freely…until Kara’s feet were grabbed again, this time from very long range, and she had to fight with her Yen’mer to keep moving forward. 
 
    The delay was enough for the Nu’avi to catch up to them again…but a combined Jumat and Essence blast from the pair knocked him backward again, and the chase continued. 
 
    Minutes went by, with so much Essence being thrown off that anyone watching from a control room in the Temple would have thought some form of overload was occurring in some of the equipment. All the trailblazers would have been bone dry at this point…combined…but Kara’s siphon kept refilling her almost as fast as she needed, with only a few small breaks required to get back to full when she had it wide open.  
 
    And right now ‘wide open’ was her natural and permanent setting for her siphon as they tried to delay the Nu’avi as much as they could, but it wasn’t going to be enough. He kept getting closer and closer, always grabbing for Kara, probably fearing she would fly off out of reach, but there was no way she was leaving Strovok here. 
 
    The trap they’d set was nearby, they just had to get there in time, and it didn’t look like they were going to be able to do so, for a few seconds later he got a grasp on her that Strovok couldn’t cleanse in time, and the Nu’avi was able to lurch forward in a massively fast jump and get up on her…only to be blown back from a spherical Jumat blast, yet he deflected it underneath him so it elevated him like a pole vaulter, and launched him ahead of her.  
 
    He spun around and knocked her backwards with his own version of a kinetic attack, and it broke through her Essence barrier in a fraction of a second…after which her mind came under assault and she was swallowed in blackness… 
 
      
 
    Morgan had left Kara alone, but was never too far away. When she pinged the arrival of the Nu’avi via her Vorch’nas, the trailblazer was stunned that he was able to get this far unnoticed, and even when turning full sensors on the area she couldn’t see him until he revealed himself.  
 
    Morgan was in a warship high above them, but as soon as this brawl began she jumped out the nearest hangar bay and flew down towards the surface as fast as she could, becoming a meteor in the atmosphere due to the friction as she raced to get to the pair before one or both of them could be killed. 
 
    She didn’t know if the Nu’avi would do that, but if he was losing he wouldn’t hold back. Morgan didn’t know the status of what was going on until she was nearly on top of them and having to brake hard to slow down…and missing as she overshot their position. 
 
    Morgan slammed into the trees, breaking through several that actually helped cut her momentum, then she ran/flew through the forest back towards the trio trying to connect to Kara with a battlemeld technique, but the Archon wasn’t responsive. Her mind just wouldn’t connect, so Morgan went ninja and employed her psionics, cloaking device, and Essence techniques designed to hide oneself as she stopping stepping on the ground and flew only through the trees, finally getting eyes on the target without Pefbar that might give away her position. 
 
    She knew he might sense her anyway, given how rudimentary her masking technique was, but the trio was fighting on the move with Kara knocked to the ground and unresponsive for a moment as the Nu’avi turned on Strovok and did something to him that caused him to fall over…then the Nu’avi got knocked backwards and Kara stood up, with that cycle repeating as they all three kept going down and up as Morgan slowed and dropped to the ground, running with soft footsteps as she engaged her Saiyan genetics.  
 
    Her cells amped up their already rapid pace to hyper mode, with her steps becoming so slow to her perception that she had to speed up just to feel normal. Saiyan 1 did that on its own, but when they got the upgrade to Saiyan 2 their ability to process increased greatly, making them faster than before, but also with the optional switch to power enhancement. It ate up a lot of their speed, but they were still faster than when their hair was not blonde. Essentially pulling double the energy production in her cells, Saiyan 2 put such a strain on the body that one had to master Saiyan 1 to such an enormous level that Wilson himself was required to personally sign off on the upgrade to Saiyan 2, if and when the time came. 
 
    It was literally like flying yourself into pieces, and Morgan had worked a long time to get to the point where Saiyan 2 felt natural, whether she was using the strength upgrade or not. It required so much fuel that her body was now riddled with little nodules that soaked up and stored ambrosia for such a time as this. She literally could not hold enough in her bloodstream to fuel her Saiyan mode for more than a few moments, let alone Saiyan 2 which ate it up at nearly twice the rate.  
 
    Her nodules began releasing the extra ambrosia the moment she transitioned into the advanced state and her running speed sent her into an invisible streak through the trees, having to dodge this way and that to avoid hitting them…something she could not do when flying with enough accuracy. 
 
    But Morgan had long since surpassed Saiyan 2, one of only a handful of people…Archons or otherwise…to do so, and her Saiyan 3 upgrade had put an even greater strain on her body, which she had slowly adapted to over time, but Saiyan 3 still felt like a temporary high rather than a normal state. That was why she didn’t activate it until she got very close to the fight, and kept her Saiyan 2 mode all routed into speed and none into strength. 
 
    Saiyan 3 upgraded the existing cells more, not as much as Saiyan 2 had, but on average a good 13%. The bulk of the upgrade, though, was not in the muscle, tendon, and other movement tissue. It was in the psionic tissue, and allowed it to operate on the Saiyan level as well, both with a decent upgrade in firing rate, but primary in power generation. 
 
    Morgan didn’t even try to use her Essence to upgrade her psionics, which might have given away her presence coming up behind the Nu’avi. Instead she ratcheted up her metabolism to Saiyan 3, pouring the extra speed into her already blur-like movement as everything around her seemed to slow down a little bit more.  
 
    All three individuals ahead of her were moving in slow motion, and Morgan was the most vulnerable of them. The Nu’avi could kill her in a single shot that she did not have the Essence nor the technique to fully block if her assessment of his abilities was even halfway accurate.  
 
    But that didn’t mean she wasn’t dangerous, and like a ninja, one didn’t start a fight they didn’t know they could win. She remembered that from an old kids movie called ‘Three Ninjas,’ and it had stuck with her throughout her life. This Founder bastard was far beyond her skill in Essence, but he was slower than her Saiyan genetics…and he was distracted fighting the other two. 
 
    Morgan ramped up her tier 2 Saven psionic, creating a far larger Ikrid flash bomb than any Archon had ever hoped to, and launched it towards the Nu’avi as he continued to move, fight, get knocked down, and get back up again…but he was moving so slow Morgan couldn’t miss, and she was gambling her disruption attack would hit without him seeing it coming, and if it did it would allow her the last few steps she needed as she sprinted towards him and dove towards her target… 
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    Kara knew they were in trouble. The trap zone was another 2 miles away and they were barely moving meters now, getting knocked down, grabbed, disoriented, and just about everything they were throwing at the Nu’avi he was throwing back at them twice as strong. If he wasn’t trying to capture Kara, she had the feeling he would have killed her already…but capture was often much harder than killing, and so far she and Strovok were able to disrupt him every time he got on top of one of them. 
 
    Their teamwork was annoying him, for the Nu’avi was hitting harder and faster now, with Kara’s Vorch’nas already having to repair a fractured skull, broken leg, busted ribs 3 times, and who knew how many other little injuries she was incurring as she got knocked around. Strovok had no Regenerator on him, nor armor, but his Essence defenses appeared to be holding up. Kara couldn’t know for sure, because she barely had time to notice what he was doing between the mental jamming that kept getting dropped on her. 
 
    If it wasn’t blackness, sonic pierces that drowned out the rest of her senses, or the half dozen other tricks the Nu’avi was making her cleanse from her mind, it was brute force collisions with hard light walls or elongated limbs, including a tail whack that smacked her across the face despite it ‘missing’ by two meters.  
 
    Kara ended up face first in the dirt, only to spring back up and dodge a smackdown she saw coming with her Pefbar. As she rolled out of the way she threw an Essence-enhanced Jumat back up into him that caught him off guard, knocking him head over heals, but the Nu’avi landed on his feet just as Strovok hit him with something that gave Kara a moment to think…which meant running a few more meters away towards the trap. 
 
    Both of them did, but they didn’t get more than 150 before the hard light walls they threw up behind them to block the Nu’avi failed and he got another grip on Kara’s feet…then the whole brawl started over again until they could break free, gain more ground, and get a little closer to the buried equipment in a clearing that, in retrospect, was put a little too far from their training grounds…though they’d expected to get a heads up on his approach before he got within speaking range. The fact that he’d been able to sneak as close as he had gotten before she sensed him with her Pefbar had messed up their plans…but they could be rectified if they could just get this brawl into a chase, yet their enemy wasn’t complying. 
 
    Without her built-in Regenerator in her Vorch’nas, Kara would have been disabled by now and she knew it. She was the weakling here, even with her psionics and armor weapons…which she fired every now and then hoping to catch another gap in his defenses. 
 
    She found a few, but not enough to do damage to his body. His armor had morphed somewhat since the battle started, moving up to fully cover his head and down to cover his hands, feet, and tail tip. Her few hits had scarred it, but not penetrated, and something Strovok had hit him with had discolored a portion of the white bio material yellow, but they clearly weren’t getting through like they needed to…which meant they weren’t going to win this on their own. They needed help. 
 
    Then suddenly out of nowhere they got it. One moment the Nu’avi was messing with her mind and she was alternating between cleansing it and attacking him, then there was a blur of blue light and suddenly the Nu’avi was skewered through the chest from behind with an impossibly thin energy blade…than then wicked upwards with some noticeable hesitation as his head was cut in half from the neck up. 
 
    His body fell, but before it could hit the ground the blue blade slashed through his neck sideways, decapitating his head…and standing behind him was Morgan in full armor, with her right arm wielding a blue death saber emanating from a nub just above her wrist and locked into alignment with her forearm. 
 
    “Oh. That armor isn’t as strong as I thought,” she said, looking down at the dead attacker, then back up at Kara. “Are there any more?” 
 
    “No…” she said, dropping into a crouch as she withdrew her helmet and sucked air.  
 
    “What just happened?” Strovok asked, with one of his four arms visibly broken. 
 
    “You guys had him distracted, I had an opening, so I took it,” Morgan said, pointing to his arm. “I can fix that if you’ll let me.” 
 
    “I can heal it myself,” he said, waving her off with one of his other thinner back arms. “I did not even see you approaching.” 
 
    “I didn’t either,” Kara said as Strovok’s arm audibly popped back into place and he grimaced, but whatever he was doing with Essence seemed to be working, because it no longer looked out of place. “Were you afraid battlemeld would give you away?” 
 
    “I tried. You weren’t responsive. How’d he get so close to you in the first place?” 
 
    “The same way I did,” Strovok noted. “There are hiding techniques that lower level Essence users cannot pierce.” 
 
    “How about ship sensors?” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” Kara said, sitting back onto the ground and resting her arms on her knees, not realizing how far she’d pressed her body and still trying to get her panic under control. She knew how close to death she’d been, and didn’t like the fact that the reason she’d survived was because her enemy had been holding back in the hopes of taking her alive. 
 
    “I hit him with an amped up Saven right before I struck. Apparently that combined with the two of you was enough to let me get in close. I was worried his armor would be resistant to my blade, which was why I went point first. I didn’t get too much resistance from it.” 
 
    “You have my respect, Archon,” Strovok said, lightly tapping one of his huge primary arms against his chest. “You have done what I could not. Did you approach hidden?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There will be others. Either we flee now, or use other means to fight them. There were 60 here before, and only one came for us. If two were here, we would stand no chance. Do you think you can assassinate them in the same way if they are not already engaged in battle?” 
 
    “I don’t want to try,” Morgan admitted. “If that didn’t work I’d be dead a moment later.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he said, thinking hard. “Yet you succeeded without Essence skills. Perhaps your Star Force abilities may hold an advantage I overlooked, if we can find a way to give you some battle endurance.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said, forcing her panic to shut up. “We got what we needed, and that was a strength assessment. We don’t fight these guys hand to hand. We use the big guns, drones, infrastructure…anything but face to face. It’s too great a risk.” 
 
    “How long do you think we have before this guy not reporting back causes a reaction?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “A few months at least,” Kara said, “assuming the others really all left.” 
 
    “You think they faked it?” 
 
    “No, I just don’t want to err on the side of optimism.” 
 
    Strovok walked up to the body of the Nu’avi that was missing its head and he knelt over it, touching the armor. “It is still alive. Not the wearer, but the armor. It is not dead. Nor is it technology. I am sensing a Core within it.” 
 
    “Oh crap,” Morgan said, looking for where the two pieces of head had ended up.  
 
    “That’s a person?” Kara asked, standing up and joining him as the cauterized neck managed to seep some red/orange blood out a few cracks.  
 
    “I’m not sensing anything in the head pieces,” Morgan reported.  
 
    “It’s here,” Kara said. “Hurt, but here. I think it’s some sort of symbiont rather than armor.” 
 
    “Will prying the body out kill it?” 
 
    “I think we’ll let the medtechs figure that out. Ship on the way.” 
 
    “No,” Strovok said strongly. “It is dying. Upon death of the host it is ordered to kill itself.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Morgan asked.  
 
    “It just told me. It is beginning the process now,” he said, reaching a hand into the neck and doing something that tore out part of the corpse from inside in a flurry of gore that resembled confetti.  
 
    “Eeeewww, what the hell are you doing?”  
 
    Strovok ignored her, reaching his hand inside a few inches…only to have the now exposed living armor in that section suck onto his exposed skin. 
 
    “Strovok?” Kara asked. 
 
    “It is the only way…and an opportunity I will not waste,” he said as he held still for a long moment...then the armor seemed to melt everywhere on the dead Nu’avi’s body and move like an amoeba across it, slowly climbing up his arm an inch or so every few seconds.  
 
    “Not something I’d do, but go for it,” Morgan said as she stood back and watched as it climbed up his arm and wrapped around it, far too small to cover his massive body, and eventually the naked Nu’avi was left exposed on the ground as the living armor completely left it and took to its new host…who walked over to the pieces still attached to the two halves of the head and made contact with them. The melty goo touched itself and was somehow able to reincorporate its severed ‘limbs’ back into its mass, adding to the coverage that now extended from Strovok’s wrist all the way up to just below his shoulder joint.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Kara asked as he just stood there like a statue. 
 
    “Amazing,” he whispered. “It’s called a Boos’mo. A shape shifting race that the Neofan conquered and altered to serve as bioarmor. They have extensive genetic memory and reproduce asexually. We can grow as many as we like from this one here, given time.” 
 
    “It’s a person, right?” Kara prompted. 
 
    “I understand. Yes, but it’s been altered to such an extent that it cannot live without a companion now. The Neofan saw to that. When in storage they cling to trees designed to support them. They are not intended to be given freedom, and biologically they have been altered to make it impossible.” 
 
    “How are you talking with it?” 
 
    “Telepathically at first, but now it is linked into my nervous system and we share thoughts.” 
 
    “Do you have a record of the previous wearer’s thoughts?” 
 
    “Some, and a great deal more than that. I have knowledge of their empire, and this creature has memories of its travels and those that it was spawned from…all the way back to the first when it was captured and altered against its will. They have been a slave race ever since.” 
 
    “Reason number 13 as to why the Founders are bastards aside,” Morgan scoffed. “What can it do?” 
 
    “Many things. Many, many things. In this battle it provided Essence defenses while the wearer focused on offense. That is why we were unable to fully incapacitate him.” 
 
    “It can use Essence? His or its own?” 
 
    “Curiously, it can do both. We can share Essence.” 
 
    “Is it a transmitter?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Not unless I trigger it. We are safe, Kara. It is not an enemy, but an unwilling tool forged by the darkside. These Neofan are horrible, they…” Strovok cut off, going stone cold. 
 
    “What?” Kara asked, not really wanting to know what was causing his face to blank. 
 
    “My Master,” he said, a mixture of fear and rage. “They take those with siphons and recreate their minds with implants to control them, making them tools bound to their will. They are cyborgs, but using biological implants. They use them for many things, combat being the rarest. My Master is most likely still alive, but his mind is corrupted and controlled. They will not even let him die, yet he is not alive. He is…I do not have the words to explain, and I do not want to show you this. The horrors are beyond anything the Vargemma could conceive. And their strength is too much to resist.” 
 
    “We’ve heard that before,” Morgan said, feeling the need to give some direction…now. “We can fight them, but what we’ve lacked is information. How much can you provide?” 
 
    “You cannot fight them with Essence. Their powers are beyond imagination, both in scope and technique. The Hadarak drain them of Essence with their numbers. That is how they are overwhelmed. That is not how you fight. Star Force cannot stand against this barbarism.” 
 
    “Maybe not today, but we can adapt,” Kara pressed. “Try to hold it together, Strovok.” 
 
    “I have my vengeance today, only to discover how hopeless it is,” he said, looking vexed.  
 
    “You’ve got another mind mixing with yours. Don’t trust anything you’re feeling now until you get your bearings. Desensitize or just ride it out. Don’t think about the future, focus on the now.” 
 
    Strovok listened to Kara, looking like he was going to remain standing, then decided to sit on the ground…which brought his head level almost down to hers.  
 
    “They do not care about anyone. Everything is a tool. Everything is apathy. Even the Neofan kill each other as punishment. Life means nothing to them other than as an expendable resource.” 
 
    “What does matter to them?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing that the Nu’avi or the other servants who wore this bloodline knew. Their motives seem to not exist, but their dominance cannot be contested. And when the Hadarak are consuming all, the Neofan seem the better side to back, so there is no rebellion. No hope for anything beyond the Neofan way. This one…is in pain from its wounds. I am helping to heal it. But it is confused and joyful to find a place outside their empire. It does not like that its wearer was killed, for it is designed to be loyal, but it is seeing my memories and thoughts, and it wishes to serve Star Force. It wishes to serve you,” he corrected. “So that it’s race may live to fight those who did this to them.” 
 
    “Slow down big guy,” Kara said softly. “You’ve got a lot to process.” 
 
    “Truth,” he admitted. “But I can tell now, we are not prepared for the Neofan’s servants. Those that live to see many millennia are the most skilled and deadly. The mediocre do not survive. It is harsh, but effective. And their numbers are so large they can kill so many and get away with it, without it hurting their empire…” he said, starting to cry, which was totally out of character for the Mek’tal.  
 
    “Ok, let’s focus on the immediate,” Morgan said slowly. “What does it need to heal?” 
 
    “Food and my Essence. My body doesn’t have enough material, but it has most for the moment. It is not in danger of dying.” 
 
    “If you take it off, will it die…or kill itself?” 
 
    “It cannot eat on its own. It must be linked to a feeding branch or a wearer. It will not kill itself unless the wearer dies, and I am now its wearer. It is customary when one is killed for another fighting alongside it to merge the two together, and thus carry the survivor until it can be given to a new wearer. This one will grow to cover my body in time.” 
 
    “Alright, now that that’s taken care of, is it a danger to you?” 
 
    “No. I have full control. It cannot do anything without my permission, but if I give it then it can take actions while I am focused on other matters. It is designed as a teammate. It will not betray the wearer.” 
 
    “People do not always follow rules,” Morgan cautioned. “Will it fight another wearer that has its kin on it?” 
 
    “It does not have offensive capability, so there is no conflict, only sadness. It will support its wearer regardless of the opponent.” 
 
    “What does it know of the orders given to the Nu’avi for this Temple?” Kara asked. 
 
    “They spoke the truth. They are sending information back to get new orders. They also came for you. They did not know I was here.” 
 
    “What do you need in terms of food?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Some exotic elements, and much of the same I already consume. All can be produced by the Caretakers.” 
 
    “Figures,” Kara said, poking a finger at the bioarmor…which oddly felt soft to the touch. “What’s with the light?” 
 
    “It is the symbol of the Neofan, the purple,” he said, referencing the bioluminous patches on the otherwise white bioarmor. “I think blue would be more appropriate now.” 
 
    Kara watched as the light changed colors, glowing a deep blue that seemed so intense it wasn’t quite real.  
 
    “So it’s on our side now?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “It’s on its wearer’s side, but it is grateful to be in the service of Star Force…and it seems to think I am Star Force. Apparently you have had more of an effect on me than I thought, Kara. We, I think, might be able to take one of the Nu’avi. Maybe not, but I can feel the potential here. It is like fighting as two in one form. And it wants you to know that it will voluntarily reproduce Star Force as many offspring as you wish without…coercion.” 
 
    “Coercion?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “It seems the Neofan must torture them until they relent and reproduce. They do not want to subject another to their enslavement, but this one wishes to embrace the freedom you offer.” 
 
    “Despite being bonded to someone for all their life?” 
 
    “You cannot understand their predicament.” 
 
    “You may want to spare Kara, but throw me some of those memories. I can take it, and you don’t really like me anyway, so…” she said, getting him to telepathically share some of what he was learning, seeing, remembering… 
 
    Morgan was silent for several seconds, then looked hard at Kara. “He’s right. We’re going to get our asses handed to us in the short term. And these bastards have to be taken down everywhere. Not just in this galaxy.” 
 
    “That bad?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Worse,” Morgan confirmed. “And I don’t think he’s sharing the really nasty stuff.” 
 
    “I am not,” Strovok noted. “How can you see hope in this?” 
 
    “I can work an impossible mission if I know what it is. An unknown enemy can’t be quantified. This one now can be. We’ve got our work cut out for us, and first thing we need to do is reroute all portal travel to a trap zone. Which means we need a portal on the surface built…so we can capture or obliterate these bastards the moment they step through.” 
 
    “Assuming they’re coming from the same vector,” Kara pointed out. “If they use the other routes, we can’t contain them and still have the Caretakers supporting the Temple.” 
 
    “We may need to block them out too,” Morgan said, with the same panic look in her eyes as Kara had been feeling ever since the fight began. “If they get on the field in numbers, we automatically lose. We have to sculpt the battlefield.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” Strovok asked. 
 
    “It means you get to see what an Archon is really meant for. And it’s not hand to hand combat.” 
 
    “Troubleshooting,” Kara translated for him. “Figuring out how to do what others cannot.” 
 
    Strovok stood up, still visibly vulnerable and confused, but with a look of hope in his eyes that seemed the polar opposite of what he had just been effusing. His mind must be a volatile mess right now with the symbiont sharing ebbing and flowing until a balance was reached. 
 
    “How can we be of assistance?” 
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    November 1, 128888 
 
    System 9924021 (Unexplored Frontier) 
 
    Third Planet 
 
      
 
    Niatri stirred, the pain in her chest gone, but her head was so foggy she didn’t know where she was or what had happened. Her surroundings were bright, forcing her to blink her three eyes rapidly to get them to adjust without overload. 
 
    She was laying down on her back, so she rolled over onto her shoulder, finding her thin tail sore as it pulled out from beneath her…as if she’d been laying on it for too long.  
 
    Suddenly she remembered the fight, being hit in the chest…and she sprung up onto all fours as she looked around, seeing one alien with her in a large, empty room. And it was one of the Humans she had been sent to retake the Conduit from. 
 
    “Do you understand my words?” the Human said in the language of the Bond of Resistance. 
 
    Niatri looked around. There were no doors, windows, or tunnels. No way out even if she killed him. This wasn’t a Conduit station. The architecture was wrong. She must have been rendered unconscious and taken prisoner.  
 
    “I understand,” she said, fear amping her reflexes to their max, but the Human didn’t move, nor did anything else in the room to give her something to strike at or evade. 
 
    “I have searched part of your mind for information. I need more. We do not torture or kill our prisoners, and you are now mine. I let you live, now do me the courtesy of talking in exchange for that consideration.” 
 
    “Where are my siblings?” she demanded. 
 
    “I do not know who they are.” 
 
    “The ones that were with me.” 
 
    “There were five of you that made it onto the station via the Essence portal before I destroyed it. The other four died in combat.” 
 
    Niatri reared her blue-skinned head back and screamed, with the sound ripping the outer layers off the wall like peeling paint, but the Human didn’t move, somehow immune. She leapt at him and unleashed a disintegration attack that shredded not only the Human but the wall behind him, opening up an exit for her.  
 
    She took a step off the table where she had been laying, then stopped short as something didn’t make sense. There was no body, nor debris cloud coming from the Human. The wall debris was filling the room with a choking cloud, but the body should have exploded first.  
 
    “Try not to do that too many times,” the Human’s voice said, now from behind her as she spun and launched another disintegration attack, destroying the alien again…but with no effect other than on the wall behind her, which added so much debris and smoke she couldn’t see. Her Essence sense wasn’t detecting the Human, and as she began coughing on the dust she ran towards the first hole she’d made, only to have the ventilation systems kick in and begin thinning the cloud enough for her to see… 
 
    And the Human was standing in front of her exit, unharmed. 
 
    She stopped short of hitting him again, and just stared in a mix of anger and vexation. 
 
    “We’re far from the hull, but destroy the wrong wall and you’ll end up sucked into the void of space. You’re onboard one of our ships, and what you see before you is a very detailed hologram. So I’m not actually here for you to try and kill a second time.” 
 
    “You…” she said, catching his meaning. “You were the one who killed my siblings?” 
 
    “Did you expect us to just lay down and die for you?” 
 
    “You ambushed us!” she screamed, this time without adding Essence to it.  
 
    The Human frowned. “You came through the Essence portal from a ship. A ship that was attacking my ships and killing my people. You came to the station to kill me and more of my people. I struck as quickly as I did because it was you that was attacking us. I know you were pulled off your regular duty and assigned to the assault force against your will, but you and your siblings nearly killed me. I kept you alive because you were the last and I had the luxury of doing so. I could not have taken all of you alive. You are too powerful for that.” 
 
    “Liar!” she screamed as the air was almost back to its normal transparency, but some of the smoke was still in her lungs and she coughed a bit of blood up after yelling. “You invaded the Conduit. You stole our Temples. You have gone where you are not allowed. You have taken what is ours and corrupted it. You are at fault, and you killed my siblings!” Niatri said, ending with another Essence attack, this one a crushing grip that did nothing to the hologram other than disrupt the delicate glowing force fields ever so slightly.  
 
    “Yes I did. Because your masters forced me and you into a situation where I had no choice but to fight or die. They don’t care about you or your siblings, but I do. Otherwise I would have killed you already.” 
 
    “You kept me alive to interrogate me,” she said, turning inward as she summoned up the kill protocol they had all been taught prior to being sent on this mission…but the device implanted inside her neck was gone. 
 
    “Partially true. It’s easier to probe your mind when you’re awake, but right now your defenses are up and I’m not getting very far. And yes, I did remove the suicide bomb they stuck inside you.” 
 
    Niatri summoned up a storm of Essence around her, swirling it uselessly as she drained her body…knowing that if she pulled too much she would pass out, but if she went too far too fast it would actually kill her, and she’d be damned if she gave information to the people who killed her siblings before they got around to killing her too.  
 
    Niatri began to get light headed…but not from the Essence use, and soon she found her legs unable to keep her standing. She landed on her thin hands as her vision went blurry and her grip on reality diminished to the point she forgot she was using Essence and just stopped. A moment later she felt herself laying down, too weak to stand…then a firm hand gripped her shoulder, and while her mind suddenly cleared, she lost all control of her body as an invasive presence slid inside and froze her solid. 
 
    “That’s better,” the Human said in the flesh. “I was going to do this the nice way, but killing yourself is such a waste. I’m sorry you lost your siblings. I don’t kill people for fun. And I didn’t want to kill them. But you put me into a position where I had to. Up until then you hadn’t attacked us with anything other than machines. I expected more of them. Not people. Then you show up with Essence skills and I had to take you down as quickly as possible. I didn’t know if I would survive, because I had no idea what your skill and power levels were. You almost killed me regardless, and your forces killed 723 of my people in that attack. We don’t start fights like that, but when we’re put into those situations we become quite deadly. Mercy is the luxury of the dominant, and in that fight we were not dominant. You were the last and I was able to disable you. I don’t think I could have if I tried for two of you.” 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” she asked, finding that her mouth still worked, though the rest of her body obeyed his commands rather than hers. And every time she tried to use her Essence that part of her mind became slippery, as if the trigger was right there but she’d forgotten how to grasp it. 
 
    “We have limited Essence powers. It’s sort of new to our empire. We grew up with other powers, and I’m using one of those to hack into your nervous system and take direct control over your body. Far more effective than telepathy since I have a direct physical connection.” 
 
    “Take your information and end it,” Niatri demanded, then a host of images of attacks on planets, and against fleets of their ships shot into her mind. Many times, with carnage resulting as they could not defend themselves against the weapons of the Temple dwellers. One entire world wiped clean of all living beings as their hearts were stopped by an invisible force known as Lian’no, a combination of an Essence technique and the technology of the Bond of Resistance.  
 
    “That is why I am here. That is why we are in the Temples, and exploring and claiming the support networks for them. We were attacked. My people slaughtered. Why? Because we were fighting the Hadarak and winning more than the Vargemma liked. They told us to let ourselves be killed, and when we refused they did this. Your Bond of Resistance isn’t supposed to fight those who fight the Hadarak, is it? Well, your infrastructure in this galaxy is hereby forfeit for what you’ve done. We’re claiming it and making sure those who live in it can’t do the same to us again. That is why we are here. We didn’t start this fight. But you can be damn sure we’re not just going to sit and let you or anyone else kill us.” 
 
    “The Vargemma are tools. They are not part of the Bond of Resistance. Take your vengeance out on them. They do not own what you have taken.” 
 
    “They have been supported by what we have been taken, and your Bond of Resistance isn’t getting off the hook for propping up those monsters.” 
 
    “You think you can win? We were sent first because we were here. The real warriors are coming. You will not be able to capture them. They will wipe you from existence.” 
 
    “They will try,” he said boldly.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want you to live.” 
 
    “Then let me go.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Niatri didn’t know how to interpret that. “Release me.” 
 
    “We’re in space, in orbit around a planet. We’re not in the support networks anymore. If I release you onto one, can you find your way back or will you be stranded? Tell me truthfully. I am in your head, and I will know if you are lying.” 
 
    “I would rather die stranded.” 
 
    “So you don’t know how to get back. What if I put you on the station where I captured you? Could you make it back then if it was a different one? One that didn’t have your assault force on it?” 
 
    “I came by ship.” 
 
    “So you did. Which means unless I personally dump you into the hands of the enemy, releasing you will mean you’ll be stranded or starve to death. Neither is acceptable. If somehow you did return to the Zotav you were taken from, what would happen to you? Would you be punished, accepted back, killed?” 
 
    “I am supposed to be dead,” she answered simply. 
 
    “Not to be taken alive,” the Human echoed. “So they’d probably just kill you if you did get back. Even if you escaped and killed me in the process. This Bond of Resistance doesn’t sound much better than the Hadarak. Do you have other siblings back there?” 
 
    “The others were on my ship. Did you destroy it too?” 
 
    “Damaged. We didn’t have time to pick up the survivors. We had to get out of there before your next wave of ships arrived. It’s possible some of your siblings survived. I can’t say for sure. We lost two of our three big ships in that fight. We wouldn’t have survived what was coming next. Normally we’d have taken survivors onboard, but after searching your unconscious mind on the spot, I knew more were coming.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave me there?” 
 
    “And have you wake up and try to kill me again? Or more likely one of my people without Essence abilities? No. I couldn’t take that risk. I either took you prisoner or killed you, and we don’t kill prisoners.” 
 
    “Your people on the station did not have Essence?” 
 
    “I was the only one that did.” 
 
    “How can you infest Bond of Resistance technology if your civilization cannot even use Essence?” 
 
    “We’re smart, and most of your stuff doesn’t require it. The few pieces that do people like me can deal with. Our empire has risen to dominance through other means. Means that are allowing us to fight the Hadarak, for the most part, without Essence. Our recent upgrade to Essence, much of which we’ve learned from taking the Temples, is allowing us to pursue victory over the Hadarak. We’re in the beginning stages, but we have a chance. And we’re not going to allow the Vargemma or any of your Bond of Resistance to sabotage us from points of immunity within the Temples. Would you?” 
 
    “I matter not. You have no idea what a monster you have provoked.” 
 
    “They are monsters, aren’t they? They sent you and your siblings to die to buy time for their better troops to arrive and secure the site. And they made me kill you by sending you to kill me. We should not be enemies, but they made us such, and I do not expect you to forgive me for what I did to your siblings. Even I don’t like it. But can you at least admit if I hadn’t fought as hard as I did, that you would have killed me?” 
 
    “I would kill you now if I was not restrained. Free me and fight. Give me an honorable death if you are more powerful than me.” 
 
    “What would that gain?” 
 
    “Then rip the information from my mind and be done with it!” she yelled, finding she had more motor control in her throat than the rest of her body. Perhaps his hold was slipping. 
 
    “I know you don’t understand, and won’t for some time. Perhaps never. But hear these words and burn them into your memory. What I do now, I do to benefit you. Not me. You are so swirling in the darkside you do not even recognize the existence of the light. But your bond with your siblings held you together, and now you wish to join them in death. I cannot allow that. The Bond of Resistance has forced me to kill your siblings when they did not deserve it, even though they were very much trying to kill me. They are the enemy, not you, even though right now you very much want to kill me. The days ahead will be hard for you, but there will be a path forward buried within it. I can promise you that.” 
 
    “Just kill me,” she pleaded, her anger doubling over into hopelessness.  
 
    “No,” Jason said firmly. “You will live.” 
 
    Niatri lost consciousness, and once the trailblazer made sure she was harmless he finally let go of her blistered flesh. Something about his hand had caused a reaction in it, and he wasn’t sure why.  
 
    But that wasn’t important. The Regenerator would handle it. As he’d been talking with her he’d been searching parts of her mind that had been blocked by her unconsciousness earlier, and some more that had only opened up when she thought about a tangent.  
 
    She’d been on the Coin, with they called a Zotav, working as a mechanic to maintain the construct. She and her siblings had been grabbed off their similar duties and thrown into combat because they were the only ones immediately available. All personnel on the Coin had to be Essence capable, for they had to make daily donations in order to keep it active, but these people were not soldiers, let alone warriors. They were fighting out of desperation and zealotry, and they knew they might not survive. But the Bond of Resistance needed them, and there was no choice in the matter. They were sent with the machines to fight the enemy, beat them, hurt them, or at least distract them before the troops would return from other assignments to be redirected to the Conduit. 
 
    And the Conduit was a network of direct route Essence Portals strung around the galaxy giving the Founders a short cut from the Coin to each Temple. They weren’t for Caretaker use. They were the highways connecting them reserved for Essence only traffic of the highest priority. Not even the popsicles got to travel that way. 
 
    And those routes would not be allowed to be compromised. Hence the swift reaction to Jason’s team accidentally stumbling onto a maintenance link from the Shadow Network.  
 
    The Conduit was undoubtedly the route that Morgan’s invaders had traveled, and there was no way for Jason to stop it short of a massive invasion fleet that he didn’t have equipped for mag or pulse engine travel. And even if he did, he would probably still lose unless he started destroying the support networks entirely, leaving whoever jumped to them lost in space forever when the receiving platform no longer existed.  
 
    He looked down at the mechanic’s unconscious body, slightly larger than his own.  
 
    “Kicked the bee hive, didn’t I? Now who do I get to babysit you?” 
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    December 21, 128888 
 
    Edge of Milky Way Galaxy 
 
    Zotav 7 
 
      
 
    Jueni Sonavi Treveon was one of 4 House Atriark members on this Zotav, stationed here as a sort of embassy along with many others from the other Houses of the Neofan to representatives from most of the members of the Bond of Resistance. The Veloqueen were not here, because they did not live on the surface, but rather in space, and they preferred to move via the Gateways at galaxy center rather than the artificial routes created on the outskirts of the galaxy to jump from one to another, hence their absence. 
 
    Nearly everyone had an outpost on every Zotav within the Bond of Resistance infrastructure dominion to look out for their interests as well as to keep informed as to what was happening…and today was a very informative day. 
 
    Jueni stood some 16 feet tall when he stretched out, but normally he walked with a bit of a slouch as his heavy wings dragged his body downward even when they were curled up behind his back. They were not built for flight, but for transmission of varied abilities akin to a biological antenna, and because of their weight he rarely stood up straight, yet he was still far larger than most of the other races here, including the Nu’avi, which had thousands of individuals on the Zotav along with the other servants of the Neofan. But right now he did not feel large. He felt very small, stuck on this artificial land staring into the blankness of the void between galaxies.  
 
    The sun above his head made it easy to forget, for it never shut off to let one really soak in the void, but it was ever present above them, even when he traveled to the reverse side of the massive coin-shaped construct, for it had another sun high above it radiating down and only down, so not to give away their position to those inhabiting this galaxy.  
 
    But their location had already been compromised, via the Caretaker network, as this Star Force enemy continually probed them. The Emperor’s Hands had passed through this Zotav enroute to deal with the problem, and to Jueni’s dismay they had returned early without victory…but what they brought back was a riddle, along with information detailing how much more powerful and accomplished Star Force was than had been originally believed. And the Nu’avi were asking for a reassessment of their orders given Star Force’s track record of Hadarak kills. 
 
    Jueni was informed of this by House Mutavi’s contingent on the Zotav, as the Emperor’s Hands naturally reported to them, but this was a matter for all in the Bond of Resistance, for the Nu’avi were questioning whether or not Star Force deserved to be evaluated for membership. 
 
    The Neofan stepped outside his catacomb into the sunlight, letting it hit his face, wings, and hands…for the rest of him was covered in the symbiont Pol’so’nep that all Neofan wore outside their safest habitats, and this outpost, while remote, was not considered ‘safe’ by any stretch of the imagination. Then again, considering that their ‘safe’ worlds were now falling to the Pafdreng or the Hadarak as Utovi was being consumed, he wasn’t quite sure what the word actually meant now.  
 
    The symbiont remained quiet, for it knew better than to invade its wearer’s thoughts, but it also protected his body from the too intense sunlight. Unfortunately the other races required it, while the nocturnal Neofan did not like the intense light, but the Zotav were not built for them. They were communal outposts beyond the reach of the Hadarak, so the Neofan had built their catacombs beneath the surface, but on days such as this, Jueni needed to come out and face the harsh light.  
 
    There was already much discussion between the various Houses here as to what was the best course of action to take. There would be no waiting for those in their home galaxy or others to make a decision, for the ruling House was present here as well, if only in their 18 members, but that was enough to make a decision, though everyone was chiming in as to what they recommended be done, including some of the other races. 
 
    Some argued to destroy them, others to ignore them, while some scoffed at the Nu’avi returning at all when they should have carried out their standing orders. Jueni was of mixed thoughts, which was why he came to the surface and faced the light…for it forced him to think differently as he felt it burning into his pale skin on his bald head.  
 
    He sensed opportunity here, but how to handle it? The Neofan were growing weaker by the hour, and soon they’d be fully embroiled in a war to claim a new galaxy as most of their population was lost in their home galaxy. House Atriark was not a prominent house, and Jueni was fortunate to have already been assigned here, for many in his House had nowhere to go…at least within the new galaxy chosen by the Neofan. The traffic there was already maxed out to the point where secondary routes were now clogged as they bounced through other galaxies rather than taking the most direct route.  
 
    The giant launching cannons in the Zotav required a massive amount of Essence to activate, and anyone leaving for the new galaxy had to provide it themselves. That wasn’t a problem for House Atriark, it was priority in the waiting line. And when even the Neofan themselves could not be guaranteed evacuation, their slave races had no hope of escape, being left to die to delay the Hadarak and keep their focus where it was now and not on their new target galaxy.  
 
    House Atriark could not alter the priority rules House Mutavi had put in place for travel, but there was nothing stopping them from fleeing to other galaxies if they had the Essence to spend. House Atriark needed to survive with all its members, not a sliver of its population to start over with in the new Neofan galaxy. But where could they go? Hide out in the Temples? They could, but they’d be exiled at the minimum by the ruling House, and targeted for termination at the worst. But faced with extermination by the Pafdreng, that wasn’t such a bad gamble to make considering the ruling House had its hands full coordinating the relocation…otherwise they’d be on the chopping block if they failed in this critical mission. 
 
    “Yes,” he said diabolically as a thought occurred to him. “Distraction, reduction, and diversion. It is logical.” 
 
    Jueni jumped out of the edge of the catacombs to a ladder built into the stone wall that he climbed up to the summit, only to come down and travel a simple dirt path across the horizon that would lead him to House Mutavi’s catacombs some hours later, by which time he had already formed his arguments and counter arguments, and he stopped just short of entry out of respect for the other House’s position. 
 
    One of their servants came out and looked up at him from its low height.  
 
    “What purpose?” 
 
    “Proposition.” 
 
    The little Niad shook as he used his limited telepathy to contact his masters and a brief conversation took place, then the long-legged hexped stepped sideways to clear the Neofan’s path. 
 
    “Entry granted.” 
 
    Jueni entered the catacombs, moving out of the sunlight and feeling his skin welcome the coolness of the shade as he made his way through the rough-hewn stone to one of the pockets inside that held two other Neofan locked in a mating grapple. 
 
    “I did not come to observe your depravity,” he scolded them, for they were not wearing their bioarmor, which was a minor breach in protocol. “I have a proposition to make.” 
 
    The other Neofan broke apart, having to get their wings unhooked from each other first, and the smaller of the two walked over to him and stared up at his chin. 
 
    “You dare to address us like that?” 
 
    “I know you too well, Shiven. Do not forget who you are speaking to.” 
 
    “You are not of the ruling House, Jueni.” 
 
    “No, I am not. So why are you not behaving as if you are?” 
 
    Shiven scoffed at that, but his point has been made and her demeanor changed to one a bit more professional as she reached over to the pool of purple and white that was her Pol’so’nep and allowed it to slowly stretch back across her rib-showing body. “Speak your proposal.” 
 
    “I have reviewed the information the Emperor’s Hands delivered to us, and I counsel more than a reaction. We have an opportunity for a mutually beneficial alliance with them…other than membership in the Bond of Resistance.” 
 
    “What type of alliance?” 
 
    “They are undergoing a Hadarak purge. We can use this as an additional drawdown on Hadarak resources if we help them to become better at fighting them. Doing so will increase our odds of securing a new galaxy. Do you disagree?” 
 
    “Not on that point. You suggest we give them technology rather than our ire?” 
 
    “I am suggesting that your House sanction Atriark to relocate to this galaxy and guide Star Force into their most destructive path possible. This will free up some transport slots for others, while allowing our House to survive the attrition that the others will have to endure.” 
 
    “By moving your entire House here?” 
 
    “That is what I am proposing, minus our natural holdings in the new galaxy. Those of us who would not have survived can survive here as we distract the Hadarak and draw some of their resources away from the target galaxy. I see this as mutually advantageous between Houses, and with Star Force, for they are doomed without our assistance.” 
 
    “You believe you can protect them?” 
 
    “House Atriark would rather face that difficulty than wait in Utovi helpless until our eventual deaths.” 
 
    “Have you been recalled?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “Then you will survive here regardless.” 
 
    “My House will not. We can be of use to our race and House Mutavi, for you can barter off our transport slots that we will no longer need to prop up your position as most of our people die. That will be seen as failure even if it is not so. We both have to gain from this, as do our people in general.” 
 
    “You seek to give them forbidden technology?” 
 
    “Their weaponry is already effective, it is their Essence knowledge that is lacking. We can also summon the Vargemma to the fight they were promised. At the worst we can organize Star Force into more effectively killing Hadarak before they are purged. We will survive within the Temples, but the longer we can prolong their war the longer they will not be able to send reinforcements from this galaxy to the others.” 
 
    “House Atriark would be exiling itself.” 
 
    “But with your blessing it will not be a violation.” 
 
    “But it’s still exile save for your ambassadors here and in the new galaxy. Why give up your position and holdings there?” 
 
    “Our House must survive, not regrow from preserved seeds. To do that we must travel somewhere else, and by sanctioning this you can ensure that more Neofan survive no matter how successful we are able to become with these primitives.” 
 
    “I cannot find fault in your logic. A lesser position is valuable if it allows a significant portion of your population to avoid destruction. But your population will not be able to travel to the new galaxy and gain a disproportionate foothold. You will have no holdings in it aside from in the Communal Correndon.” 
 
    “I believe my House will embrace this opportunity even if we must handicap our future.” 
 
    “And if you succeed in holding back the Hadarak, you can use the success to make a bid to overthrown Mutavi?” 
 
    “Not if we are not in the same galaxy. You will be inoculated against a hostile takeover. But there is nothing that can save you if your House demonstrates the incompetence that others have shown.” 
 
    “We will not fail. You most likely will, but even a minor delay of the Hadarak here will help distract from our true target. You have permission to bring those here that you can, but not to the Zotav. You must inhabit the galaxy itself. No greater populations will be allowed in the Zotav.” 
 
    “Fair bargained,” he said, extending both of his hands and crossing them.  
 
    “And concluded,” Shiven said, doing likewise and grasping their clawed fingers for a predetermined length of time, then when they broke contact the official contract was cemented. “But unwise. You will rue your exile, but your sacrifice will benefit the Neofan.” 
 
    “We intend to exceed your predictions.” 
 
    “Exceed them as much as you can, it will not be enough to credit you into new holdings.” 
 
    “We will see what the future holds. Farewell, Shiven.” 
 
    “You are returning to Utovi?” 
 
    “No. I have convinced you, now I must convince Star Force to accept our guidance.” 
 
    “If you fail, your exile remains.” 
 
    “I do not intend to fail…” he said, bowing slightly as he retreated out of the catacombs and returned to the harsh sunlight. He contained his glee until he was beyond their sight, then let his emotions run to visibility as his skin changed color to match them.  
 
    “Mutavi are fools. This is the logical path, but they do not understand why. House Atriark will survive where others do not, and we will make this galaxy our own. How can she not see that possibility?” 
 
    And what Jueni meant by that was that House Atriark would be going independent, expecting the acquisition of a new galaxy to fail in some regard. If it did, Atriark would not be going down with it. They would have their survival pod here, in this galaxy, if they were cagey enough to convince Star Force to accept their teachings. The Neofan were not strong enough, nor could they get enough of their servant population here to do any large amount of fighting on their own. But if they could provide what Star Force lacked, an alliance with them could deliver House Atriark a stronger position within the Bond of Resistance than the tattered remnants of the other Neofan Houses that were even now bickering with each other over the number of evacuation slots they were allowed in Utovi’s Zotav on the shortest jumpline to the new galaxy. 
 
    Jueni would have to send word back to Utovi concerning the deal he had just struck, and he couldn’t go himself. All traffic was outcoming from Utovi on most of the travel lines, but information could go back without risking collision. His House had to begin preparing now, and he had to begin preparing their place in this galaxy for when their ships eventually made it here taking the longer, less traffic heavy Zotavs that were quickly filling up as many fractured Houses began to flee for their own survival into the Temple network, knowing they could never return to the Neofan Empire again, but they did not care. Panic was overtaking Utovi, and for good reason, but official business would always be prioritized in all the Zotavs, even the low priority ones, and House Atriark now had official business in that would give them priority travel slots in the indirect Zotav jumplines. 
 
    Jueni went back to his catacombs and compiled the message after informing the others in his House of the bargain made. Then he arranged to have it transmitted back across the deep void between galaxies hoping his House Leaders would not feel he overstepped his bounds by making this agreement without their counsel, but he knew they were wise enough to recognize the opportunities he had just laid out for them in the heavily encoded message.  
 
    They would know what to do now, and Jueni needed to arrange for more than a truce with Star Force. They had to put aside grudges and forge a Bond of their own for mutual benefit. 
 
    Jueni just hoped they would listen to him long enough to make his logic clear.  
 
    The Nu’avi had made the right call in coming back with the information. It was a shame their elite served the wrong House once again. Their race truly deserved better… 
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    February 18, 128889 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    Jueni stood in the center of a Neofan warship. It didn’t belong to his House, but rather to a lower level one that was tasked with the primary defense of his Zotav. They had three stationed there, in addition to thousands of other warships from their servants and other Bond of Resistance races. He wished his House had stationed one here so they wouldn’t have to owe House Bvan a favor, but he wasn’t going to negotiate with Star Force in anything less grand. They needed to see the power of the Neofan, not be told of it, and when his ship passed through one of the main portals and entered the Temple where their Siphon had been known to inhabit, it was something that few Vargemma had ever had the privilege to witness. 
 
    The ship was an orb, but one with four rings around it that all intersected at two points, and from those rings the defense shields were generated…but because there was a physical connection to the shield bubble and it didn’t have to be fully projected, it allowed the technological creation of much stronger shields. That was something that Star Force and most lesser empires never figured out, lest they see one of the Neofan warships and try to copy them, though the physics involved were not simple, and the advanced shields would take more than just a cursory look to imitate. 
 
    The two points where the rings connected also had physical connections to the orb that was not far inside the perimeter, but there was plenty of room for smaller ships to take cover inside, for the Gjardan-class dreadnaught that Jueni was riding in was designed to fit just within the diameter of the Temple portals, which were 127 miles wide.  
 
    It also required use of the third ring of the Conduit stations that had allowed direct Essence transport from the Zotav to this Temple or any other within the galaxy. His ship had not left the Essence realm during transit, but it would be caught and redirected by each ‘Uip’ station allowing for the fastest…and most costly…transport across the galaxy. And for something the size of a Gjardan, the Essence cost was high, which is why this method of travel was rarely used. 
 
    But it gave them movement control across the entire Rim, adjacent to which were all the Zotav, which nearly everyone in this galaxy did not know existed, and it was meant to stay that way. All they would see was the ship arriving from a portal, not knowing its origination point, and a ship so large no one would dare to strike it… 
 
    Except maybe the Star Force fleet that was miraculously waiting for them, thousands in number and of significant size, but none as large as the Gjardan.  
 
    Still, the fact that they knew which portal the ship was coming through was troubling…but also encouraging. If Star Force was skilled enough to be able to learn to use the Temple in ways not given to them, perhaps they were worthy enough to make this venture worthwhile…though Jueni still knew it was a massive gamble. But without it, his House would be decimated and most of its extremely old members would have to be replaced with new births, and that alone almost made their taking a new galaxy irrelevant if they couldn’t take the existing House with them. 
 
    But this was the universe they were faced with, and the chaos of the fall of their galaxy was having irreparable damage to the Neofan even if House Mutavi wouldn’t admit it. Jueni needed his House to survive in better condition than the others or they risked being eliminated in some form or another, perhaps by the Hadarak, for he knew the other Houses would not fight for them if the defense lines were overrun again. It would be every House for itself, as it was now across much of Utovi. 
 
    An incoming message quickly made its way to Jueni, but he let them wait as his ship drifted further out from the portal…but the Star Force ships wouldn’t move. They neared a collision before the Neofan ceased their forward momentum, not wanting to start off this negotiation by killing some of Star Force’s people, for research suggested they valued their individuals far more than was prudent, and that an offense against one was taken as an offense against all.  
 
    Star Force did not understand the concept of sacrifice, and Jueni was going to have to take special care to remember that. 
 
    He watched the incoming transmission without showing himself, seeing that it was from a Human known to them. Morgan-063, one of their warlords. Perhaps she came here after the Emperor’s Hands arrived, but the reason was immaterial. She was here, which was fortunate, for time mattered in the evacuation of Utovi, and negotiating with one of their highest leaders would save some time rather than having to work through intermediaries. 
 
    It also meant he needed to take a different tact, given the trailblazers’ unique history. 
 
    He activated the transmission on his end, showing his image to his counterpart and speaking before she could react first. 
 
    “Dormammu, I’ve come to bargain…” 
 
      
 
    Did that mother fucker just…? Kara said telepathically to Morgan as they both stood in the grass of their training ground playing bait just in case there was another Nu’avi out there, but only Morgan was visible via holo, with an altered background and her signal being bounced through multiple relays so the ship couldn’t detect where she was. 
 
    Yeah he did, she answered, giving the Aatrox-like alien a frown. “A curious choice of words. Are you suggesting that we’re evil or overpowered?” 
 
    “I am suggesting that this is a negotiation, not an invasion. I have come to bargain.” 
 
    “What do you wish to bargain?” 
 
    “A mutually beneficial arrangement that prevents a war between us and gives you a better chance of survival against the Hadarak.” 
 
    “Who is ‘us?’” 
 
    “You most likely have never seen my race, but you know our name. We are the Neofan, and these Temples are largely of our construction, with the assistance of many other races within the Bond of Resistance, but I am not here to offer you membership. I am here to offer something else.” 
 
    “I thought the Temples were built by the three primary races of the ‘Founders?’” 
 
    “‘Founder’ is a term designed for the Vargemma. They are not part of the Bond. They are tools that we help advance in order that they may serve us later if required. The trinity you speak of is the Neofan, the Veloqueen, and the Denogi. All have given much in the way of technology, combining our knowledge to build the Temples, but bulk of the design and construction was Neofan in origin. The Veloqueen prefer to inhabit the Cores of galaxies and leave the Rim to us. The Denogi do not possess Essence technology, for they are immune to it. That leaves the cultivation of Essence users to us and the lesser races in the Bond. We have built the Temples, though the credit does not always match the true actions.” 
 
    “You know that we lack information and you are offering it freely. Wise opening move,” Morgan quipped. 
 
    “It is common knowledge elsewhere, and in truth you should have been contacted prior to now in order that certain realities could be explained to you. I have tried to ascertain why it was not, and my information suggests that your rise to Essence capability has occurred over a drastically short timespan. That is why the Neofan did not know of your qualifications, but I am alarmed that the Veloqueen’s representative in this galaxy did not treat you with the respect deserved. And the fact that you and your allies killed him is, frankly, impressive.” 
 
    “Compliments are useless to me. Lay out the facts we are going to negotiate over.” 
 
    Jueni nodded his head at the Archon’s practicality, gaining a more refined estimate of what he needed to accomplish with her now that he had additional personality data.  
 
    “The Hadarak are attempting to purge this galaxy, with the impetus unknown to you or us. Correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Their purge will most likely not affect the Temples. You can hide many of your people inside and rebuild after the galaxy is rid of all life. We have no intent to deny the Temples to you, for you need them as a fallback position if your defensive efforts fail. I also acknowledge the lack of wisdom of the Vargemma is our responsibility, for they struck at those that can kill Hadarak, most likely fearing that you would trigger a larger purge. They do not understand much of the galaxy beyond the Temples, and our instructions for their scouting actions were…insufficient. Your response was highly appropriate and merciful, and while we do not like people taking what is ours, we understand the situation and wish to negotiate a beneficial future path.” 
 
    “We are not giving the Temples back.” 
 
    “And I am not asking you to. There are three still remaining that you have no presence in. Those will be sufficient for our needs. Your agreement not to seek out and expand to them will be a bargaining point.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware we had missed any.” 
 
    “None have active populations, and are in energy conservation mode until needed. And they will be now, for I have need of them. If you allow the Temples you possess to continue standard operations, we can tolerate your presence there. And by standard operations I am not referring to how they deal with the Vargemma. You have possession of them now, and your methods of dealing with them are quite adequate, and more merciful than we would be. Therefore your tenure as their overlords is both efficient and effective, as they continue to supply the necessary Essence for Temple operations.” 
 
    “What do the Neofan need with the other three Temples?” 
 
    “Refuge. Our galaxy is falling, and those being evacuated to the new galaxy will be few. House Mutavi, the Neofan leading faction at the moment, will evacuate all of its people, leaving the other Houses limited availability to do the same. The Zotav that you have discovered and are attempting to fight your way to are our ability to transit from one galaxy to another without using the Gateways in the Core of the galaxy that the Hadarak control. Travel through the intergalactic network requires large amounts of Essence and is limited to the pathways established. Those pathways can only handle so much traffic, and even taking circuitous routes to the new galaxy, the length of time we have to evacuate determines how many of our people will make it out.” 
 
    “Why are you sending out lesser races in stasis instead of your own?” 
 
    “They are not being transported in the same manner. We can also send cargo across the galactic voids to the Zotav via magnetic acceleration. Much of our support network for the Temples operate on this, and we have a string of relays set up across the galactic void that took a great deal of time to establish. But they are so long and tedious that we cannot send living beings through them or they will starve to death before they make the journey. Thus they must be sent in stasis. As for my race, we are incompatible with the stasis technology. Our physiology will not tolerate it, and we will wake no matter what precautions are taken. So we are evacuating useful servants in this manner, but the volume is far lower than using the Essence transport.” 
 
    “Let me guess. The stations in the void aren’t big enough to handle the big ships, because the deceleration will push them out of alignment?” 
 
    “A wise deduction. Or did you already have knowledge of this?” 
 
    “Just a knowledge of physics. How do you deal with the limited list?” 
 
    “Essence pinning. To do more would increase the cost exponentially. It is a small cargo and communications network, but immensely valuable when we do not have the Essence to spare for the faster bulk travel. It is how we have survived against the Hadarak, otherwise we would be confined to a single galaxy without knowledge from beyond unless we could successfully run the gauntlet of the Core to make a jump out the Gateways.” 
 
    “Does that happen?” 
 
    “Occasionally, but with great risk. That is why we built the intergalactic network, and it is why we are able to rebuild after losing our galaxy. Other races have done the same, though none as large or advanced as ours. To be blunt, the Neofan Houses that controlled our race previously failed miserably and let the Hadarak in. That never should have happened, but with each failure we change leadership so that wiser Houses will replace them…or at least be given a chance to prove they are wiser. We do not tolerate failure, but we do have to deal with it when it occurs. And that is why I am here. My House, Atriark, is low ranking and will not be allowed to evacuate most of our people unless our predicted fall rate is less robust. Given more time, more Neofan will be transported to the new galaxy. All others will have to face their fate, and if they do not choose to stay and fight to the death, then they will flee throughout the intergalactic network and become exiles.” 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow. “You wish to become exiles here?” 
 
    “No. I have been given permission from the ruling House to negotiate an arrangement in which we relocate our House to this galaxy and assist you in your fight against the Hadarak through wisdom, counsel, certain technology, and limited combat. The more damage you do to the Hadarak the more reinforcements they will not send to other galaxies, and if you do enough damage they will start sending reinforcements here. Your victory is a virtual impossibility, but we are willing to help you pursue it regardless in order to divert attention away from the galaxy we will soon be assaulting in order to make a new home for the Neofan, for our only options are those that the Hadarak already possess.” 
 
    “You have no galaxies in your intergalactic network that the Hadarak are not in?” 
 
    “We do not.” 
 
    “Then you have no connection to the smaller galaxies?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Why not? That’s the logical place to evacuate to if the Hadarak are not in them.” 
 
    “Why do you assume they are not?” 
 
    “I was told the Hadarak required very massive gravity wells to attempt intergalactic travel, and that the smaller galaxies lack of those meant they could not make it and did not attempt it.” 
 
    “We believe that is true, though we have not confirmed it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because every scout we have sent to the smaller galaxies have not returned. We eventually built an intergalactic network tendril to one entirely from one direction. When we got close to the smaller galaxy our link was cut, our facility destroyed, and one survivor was sent back to give us a message. The galaxies too small for the Hadarak are already taken by others and they do not wish to share them.” 
 
    Morgan unconsciously swallowed. “You’re saying there’s powerful races in those galaxies, or that they’re weaker ones who just have the advantage of the high ground against those coming across the intergalactic void without backup or a foothold to work out of?” 
 
    “If they were less than us, we would have been able to get a scout in and out. The fact that not one returned from any of the galaxies we attempted to probe suggests an intergalactic power equal or or greater than our own. So we cannot evacuate there, and we cannot build to new large galaxies faster than the Hadarak can expand. Their reach exceeds ours. In order to relocate to another galaxy we must take it from the Hadarak, and that must be a galaxy where they assume they are in control. If we strike strongly and quickly enough, we can take the Gateways from them, hold them, then cleanse the galaxy over as long a timeframe as necessary to accomplish the task. The Gateways are the key, and we lost them in our galaxy. The Hadarak are not going to give them back, so we must take others less heavily guarded.” 
 
    “This galaxy?” 
 
    “With a surge ongoing? No. The Hadarak have reproduced too much here to consider it. We are gathering our forces to assault another. My House will not have many people there, but we can remain part of the Neofan and make this galaxy our place of refuge if we successfully help you survive long enough to be a useful distraction. Afterwards, you can survive in the Temples and rebuild after the surge retreats. If we are successful enough, our House status within the Neofan will rise and our place in the new galaxy will be higher than we rate now. We will also preserve our current population rather than leaving them behind to die and have to rebuild mostly from scratch with younglings. This is the situation we face, and I have come here to bargain an alliance that will be mutually beneficial to us both…” 
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