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    May 18, 128521 
 
    Mid-Jump 
 
      
 
    Riona-111 sat on the bridge of her donut-shaped command ship as her fleet raced to get to System 99382153 before the Hadarak did. Scouts had determined their route weeks ago, but her Ysalamir-bearing fleet had not been close enough at the time and they were now racing to catch up on the same jumpline the Hadarak were using. 
 
    And it was Hadarak plural, even though the V’kit’no’sat language didn’t use plurals. They indicated singular or plural with adjectives, hence ‘the’ singular and ‘the’ plural were different words for them…‘Lo’ and ‘Lon’…so all their nouns only had one spelling. It was actually more efficient than English in most cases, though English had never been ‘designed’ and was a hodgepodge of stuff thrown together over the ages prior to Star Force. Davis had fixed the language in place since then, codifying it so no more meandering would happen, but even still, some English words used the V’kit’no’sat method, such as ‘fish’ and ‘fish’, which was probably a holdover from the Zen’zat who were left behind on Earth long, long ago, for the V’kit’no’sat word for general aquatics that had a tail was ‘Fissan.’  
 
    But however you said it, Hadarak or Hadaraks, two of them was more than Riona’s fleet could handle, which meant this was a harassing mission while the frantic evacuation of more than 90 billion inhabitants spread across 8 planets was occurring with even the V’kit’no’sat chipping in to help a distant offshoot of the Brat’mar race that had not been taken into the empire. 
 
    They had no horns, which were not natural anyway for the Brat’mar, but they did have a crude, rectangular head shield that was all bone and no psionics. They were advanced enough to build crude starships, but had very little in the way of interstellar craft. They’d been known to the V’kit’no’sat for some time as a minor and insignificant colony of ‘cousins,’ and there were many around the galaxy that qualified as such to most of the V’kit’no’sat races. But only those chosen by the Zak’de’ron long ago became V’kit’no’sat for reasons unknown, though some had begun to be added again prior to this war beginning. Now they had no time or resources to expand further. 
 
    Only a third of the Setwori had been evacuated thus far, meaning there was a hell of a slaughter about to take place if Riona couldn’t distract the Hadarak for the months that would be required to get the rest of them out…and there was no way she knew of to do that, but she was going to do what damage she could regardless. That meant putting at least one big hole into whichever one of them came in first, which would then delay it leaving for another system and hopefully help someone else down the line. 
 
    The holographic maps while in mid jump didn’t alter much more than a slow creep of the star positions across the viewing area. It was a slow mo, but real version of the old school Star Trek warp effect that showed the stars whipping by outside the window. Even traveling on black hole links couldn’t get enough speed to allow for that, but the stars did move if you looked close enough, though that’s not what got Riona’s attention now. 
 
    She sat sideways in her large, couch-like command chair with her legs up over one of the arm rests as she tapped on the other with her Clan-colored fingernails. That stopped the moment the hologram pinged as a large mass was detected ahead of them. 
 
    Her head twisted to the side to look, and slowly the rough shape of a Hadarak was squeezed out of what little sensor bounce-back they could get at this extreme range. Fortunately the signals traveled ahead of the fleet at normal speed due to the relativity of space travel. From one point of view you were moving, from another you were standing perfectly still and everything else in the galaxy was moving. Between her fleet and the distant Hadarak the sensor signals raced across the millions of miles the same as any other time, though if they actually got all the way to the destination system their impact velocity would be super high…and that would sometimes increase reflectivity, and sometimes not. 
 
    But the Hadarak was moving the same direction they were, though at much slower speeds. They were catching it, and as they did so the sensor signals got stronger and they got a better picture of it floating lazily ahead of them as it coasted towards its target system. 
 
    It still impressed Riona that they could navigate such long distances without computer assistance. How they ‘felt’ out the precise jumplines and knew how far they could or could not go was something that seemed of extra importance, suggesting that the Hadarak were truly meant to live in space and not just jump from one gravity well to another through it…but that was just her musings as she impatiently waited for the pass to be made.  
 
    The second Hadarak, much farther ahead, was detected before they caught up to the first, which was a tier 2 while the other was a tier 3. That meant both of them were too big for her to kill, even with her Ysalamir that was the third off the line of the 7 now in service. All were ‘baby’ Ysalamir, as Paul referred to them, with Tennisonne and the scientists dedicated to the project promising larger, better versions later, but none had manifested as of yet. 
 
    But the Ysalamir they did have could wound the Hadarak, and wound them badly, in only a few seconds, and that had been enough to set up kills or drive them off targets over the past 15 years since the first Ysalamir went into the field. None of the trailblazers would take one, for they didn’t want to be burdened by it. Neither did Riona, for the point and shoot mechanics were something even novice naval officers could handle. What they couldn’t be trusted with was keeping the Ysalamir intact, so Riona and other second gen Archons were assigned to the Ysalamir fleets while the trailblazers were out hunting other Hadarak using their Borg vessels in combat that required a much higher skill level to make kills. 
 
    She wished Paul was here now, but she knew him well enough to know that he couldn’t stop this pair either…which meant she was going to have to witness firsthand again the slaughter of planets with her unable to stop it. 
 
    When they caught up with the Hadarak her fleet split, giving it a wide berth and pulling hard on the distant gravity wells of the passing stars to get a little lateral drift…something the Hadarak wasn’t powerful enough to do to propel them, and it didn’t even bother to try. No grapple fields were emitted, no tentacles popping out from their burrows. The Hadarak just looked like a giant asteroid floating through space as if it were a giant trap waiting to be sprung. 
 
    Her ships nulled out their lateral drift, but didn’t return to the jumpline until they passed the second Hadarak, which likewise didn’t so much as twist as they passed by. She almost wished she could use the Ysalamir to put a shot into them here and now, but their approach speeds were too high and the miles-wide Hadarak passed by in a flash that you would have missed if you blinked, though the fleet’s sensors got plenty of data from the flyby. 
 
    That gave Riona something to chew on as they had another 2 hours to go before they arrived in the target system that the V’kit’no’sat had not even bothered to name. The tier 3 was spotless, other than the natural lumps that made it look like a geometric child’s toy, but the tier 2 had damage. Riona didn’t know of any fights it had gotten into previously, but someone obviously had taken a good chunk out of it, for a 20 mile stretch had a 1 to 2 mile deep gash across it.  
 
    It showed signs of healing, so it wasn’t too fresh, and a new layer of Yeg’gor was already forming over it. She could target that and hope to get a big enough hit to drive it away, or she could go after the tier 3 and hope she damaged it enough to scare it off…because at this point, scaring them off was her only hope. If they forced the issue, she couldn’t do enough damage to actually stop them from landing on any of the planets. 
 
    When her fleet arrived and began making their braking jumps, it was calculated that they had about 4 days before the first Hadarak arrived and another 3 hours before the second came in after that. As she was wondering how best to play this, maybe use the gap to attack the first one directly or try to thin down its minions before those from the second could get into battle, her command ship came out of its jump behind the first group of ships and before the Ysalamir, only to find there was a much larger presence in the system than she had expected. 
 
    High Admiral Bongino was here, as was two different V’kit’no’sat battle fleets with Tar’vem’jic ‘candlesticks’, as Star Force called them. They were not Mach’nel, did not have Yeg’gor, and were nowhere near as big. They also did not have any crews, but were designed off Star Force’s drone technology and used as mobile weaponry against the Hadarak so long as the minion fleets could not get to them. Riona saw 28 of them here and already arrayed around the incoming jumppoint. Had the V’kit’no’sat not been allies in this war, they could have caused her fleet a lot of damage before she would have even been able to respond. 
 
    But when the Ysalamir arrived it was by far the largest vessel in the system, and the most important, though most of the activity was in the beehive around the planets as Star Force and V’kit’no’sat transports were frantically loading and leaving, with sporadic reinforcements coming in with empty holds to assist with as many emergency evacuations as they could manage prior to the Hadarak arriving. 
 
    And the reason they hadn’t been able to get this system evacuated prior to the Hadarak arrival was because of the wellspring of new Hadarak coming out of the Core. They were everywhere now, and becoming harder to track, for the further off their normal transit routes they got, the more possible jumplines opened up and with rogue minion fleets moving around on their own, the scout fleets from both empires were being stretched to their limits to monitor everything happening. 
 
    But worst of all was the fact that they had begun stretching out a 5th ring around the Core far sooner than expected, bypassing a lot of untouched systems where the evacuation work was the heaviest, and hitting worlds just beyond where the original border with the V’kit’no’sat had been prior to the galactic purge beginning. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, because they were greatly overextending themselves and leaving huge tracts of territory untouched, but it was having the effect of stretching out the attacking fleets even further and making it harder for them to reinforce each other.  
 
    Riona was glad that three of those fleets had been able to get here, but she didn’t expect they’d succeed.  
 
    Her ship raced away from the star towards a rendezvous point in high orbit around the innermost planet with the High Admiral and the two V’kit’no’sat commanders contacting her in a private holo room. Riona took it in the nearby command nexus, walking around the dividing wall on the bridge and plugging in to see the Human and pair of Brat’mar, with their presence here making it clear they saw the Setwori as distant family that needed to be protected above the nameless other races. 
 
    Hence it was personal enough for the Brat’mar to send two of their battle fleets. Had the inhabitants not been biologically related, they probably wouldn’t have shown up at all. 
 
    “Four days,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Then we’re in real trouble.” 
 
    “We have to focus on the minions,” the High Admiral stated firmly. “If the Hadarak have no cover, we can pick them apart and force them back, but even putting that aside, they do not land and migrate across planets quickly, and that lethargy is to our advantage with a Ysalamir. We will get multiple shots before they can kill everyone on the planets below. If the minions are not destroyed, they will accomplish much faster what the Hadarak cannot.” 
 
    “I concur,” the commander named Ver’shor on the identity icon floating just below the quadruped’s image said with a nod. “We must maximize survivors, and the minions will cause the most damage in the shortest amount of time.” 
 
    “We must also distract them,” the other one, named Haf’jor, added. “Force them to defend the Hadarak rather than seek out cities to attack. How do you plan to take your first shot?” 
 
    “The smaller of the two Hadarak is wounded. Not too badly, but it has a weak area a mile or so thinner than the rest of its armor. I suggest you focus your Tar’vem’jic on that area while I open up another on the tier 3. That will make all your weapons less inefficient.” 
 
    “You cannot kill the tier 2 by targeting its wound?” Haf’jor asked. 
 
    “If it was a small tier 1 I probably could, but I don’t think I can get enough penetration with that much mass. If I try, the tier 3 moves with impunity until we can recharge, and this ship has a 2.2 day capacitor seep.” 
 
    “If the Hadarak hold to protocol, they will not move more than once during that period after they are on a planet,” Bongino noted. “They will attempt to use minions to maximize damage while they produce more. We have yet to see a Hadarak in solo combat unescorted.” 
 
    “But they can,” Ver’shor cautioned. “Still, we need to take every minute advantage we have. If you can strike the tier 3 the moment it arrives and open up a weakness for our Tar’vem’jic to exploit, we might be able to drive it into the star. That is our best hope for buying time.” 
 
    “I agree,” Haf’jor echoed. 
 
    “Sounds like our best option, but the Ysalamir doesn’t handle that well and we don’t know its exact jumppoint. It’s going to get its minions released before we can hit it, and it’s going to be carrying a lot extra in those surface nodes.” 
 
    “My fleet can draw them opposite your position,” Bongino offered. “If they ignore us, we can get some replicators on the surface.” 
 
    “What weapon do you speak of? I am not familiar with ‘replicators,’” Haf’jor asked. 
 
    “Surface drones too small and strong to be crushed with grapple fields, and too many to be killed with tentacle strikes,” the High Admiral explained. “We use them as locator beacons and IDF generators to set up additional strikes. The replicators themselves cannot do much damage even when we equip them with explosives. The Hadarak do not like anything on their surface, but once they are there they usually ignore them when their attempts to remove them fail.” 
 
    “Why can they not simply expel them?” 
 
    “They try, but if we can land them quickly they can latch on strongly enough that the grapple fields cannot pry them loose.” 
 
    “How do you accomplish this?” Ver’shor asked, curious. “We have never been able to attach anything to a Hadarak that they could not expel.” 
 
    “When they attach, they bond themselves to the Yeg’gor and can no longer move, but another replicator can attach to them, wait out the storm of their grapple fields, then when they give up trying to remove them the secondaries detach and walk around wherever they want so long as they don’t try to fly. That immediately draws attention.” 
 
    “What can you do with this advantage?” 
 
    “Not a lot, but normally the minions attack and remove the replicators. It seems the Hadarak want nothing on their surface in a bad way. We think there might be another vulnerability that we’re missing, but so far we haven’t discovered it.” 
 
    “Can these replicators provide tracking data?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then we should be able to get more precise Tar’vem’jic shots if you can land some near the target area. The clouds of disintegrated material interfere with our ability to maintain precision once the beam begins landing. This typically causes an area of effect attack rather than a single penetration.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted an area of effect?” the High Admiral wondered.  
 
    “It helps with Yeg’gor removal, but we are utilizing detonation spikes that require a deep and narrow hole.” 
 
    “Detonation spikes?” Riona asked. 
 
    “Something new we are experimenting with. The trouble is getting them into place. The Hadarak must be extremely distracted and the minion swarms penetrated.” 
 
    “Have you had a successful test?” 
 
    “Three, but none in our fleet. Other V’kit’no’sat have removed large chunks of Yeg’gor by attacking the boundary between it and their internal mass. There is a weakness there, and we must get penetration to that layer.” 
 
    “I see,” Riona said, chewing her lip. “Can you drive them in along the boundary of a Ysalamir hit?” 
 
    “It would still require boring holes laterally from the wound. We have to have compression in the blastwave or it will not shear the layers.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll do what we can to get you an opening if possible, but it doesn’t sound too likely. I’ll get the first strike with the Ysalamir, then get it out of range and play the old school game during the recharge. Just make sure your Tar’vem’jic are quick to retreat. If we stand our ground in low stellar orbit, we’re going to get creamed.” 
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    The minion cloud coming out of the tier 3 Hadarak was immense. The nodes on the surface were little more than heavily armored hangars, a modification that was becoming more and more common in the reinforcements coming out of the Deep Core, and they greatly increased the number of escorts a Hadarak could field.  
 
    That said, both the Star Force and V’kit’no’sat fleets were waiting for them at the bottom of the jumpline and caused a massive amount of damage to the minions coming out of the choke points on the Hadarak’s body while Riona got the Ysalamir into position to fire. The massive arcing beam lashed out into a different area of the Hadarak, hitting it squarely on a ‘flat’ section between the nodes and tentacle orifices and blasted a 12 mile deep hole into it…but that was less than expected, with the deeper layers of Yeg’gor now showing on the sides of the impact crater as the Hadarak spun away from the expanding nebula of vaporized debris. 
 
    “Shit,” Riona whispered. That wasn’t as much damage as she’d assumed, but it was enough to get through the Yeg’gor, and as agreed beforehand all the Tar’vem’jic began repositioning and firing into the breach, cutting out chunks that were large by any other measure, except when compared to the total mass of the Hadarak. 
 
    After firing, the Ysalamir immediately retreated as the minions were nearly upon it, traveling up the firing corridor and immediately around it, sneaking some through that quickly got destroyed by the cluster of escort ships as the massive weapon reversed course…but the Hadarak didn’t. Stung as it was, it didn’t head for the star or go after the Ysalamir. Instead it continued around the star, ostensibly towards an outgoing jumpline for one of the planets. 
 
    “Just a bee sting, huh?” Riona noted from the command nexus onboard her flagship. “Alright. We’ll make it bleed then.” 
 
    Riona pulled all her ships away from the incoming jumpline, ignoring the second Hadarak that would be arriving in a few hours, and put all her drones into fighting the minion swarm without overdoing it, which meant a fighting retreat ahead of the Hadarak’s path. With so many minions in play, it was impossible to fully focus on them with the Hadarak so near, for every ship disabled would be pulled into and crushed by the monster. 
 
    And right now the minions were trying to get at the Tar’vem’jic most of all, though they weren’t exclusively going after it. They were operating on an intricate battle strategy with many facets, but Riona could see it all through the battlemap without taxing her ability to micromanage. Her Sav-enhanced mind, coupled with the computer systems, was enough to guide her fleet and play delaying games while minions were destroyed and her ships only lost shield energy…for the most part. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were a bit less agile, slugging it out with their larger ships and making the minions run by them to get at the Tar’vem’jic, which were firing through very narrow gaps between the blocking ships. This was forcing the minions to try and flank them, going wide and around the blockers, which was causing this whole battle to mushroom out and diminish the swarm’s density. 
 
    Which was part of the plan, and over the following hours the minion swarm was diminished and finally the Hadarak made its slow jump out towards the largest of the planets and third out from the star. Riona had guessed that was where it was going, for the closest planet was on the other side of the star, but this meant they had another few hours to fight during the microjump and further thin the minions. 
 
    Several V’kit’no’sat ships got caught and would have been destroyed if Riona hadn’t sacrificed a lot of drones to sweep in and push them away from the Hadarak, but that was worth it in terms of lives, as well as the fact that the V’kit’no’sat ships did more damage to the minions than hers did. They’d been designed specifically to fight the Hadarak, and their higher mass and volume wasn’t an accident.  
 
    Star Force’s fleet design wasn’t an accident either, but it wasn’t specifically geared to fighting Hadarak…at least not in a stand and die fashion…and prior to the invention of the Ysalamir the V’kit’no’sat fleet was the better way to kill Hadarak, but put the two fleets together and they overlapped each other’s weaknesses. Riona could keep the V’kit’no’sat ships alive longer, and the V’kit’no’sat could provide the heavy damage en mass while Riona’s drones went after the thinner minion formations trying to reposition around the flanks.  
 
    But as they were just starting to make the microjump out, the second Hadarak arrived and released its minions…which were faster and going to catch up before the tier 3 made it to the planet if that’s where they headed. At first Riona thought the tier 2 was going after another planet, for it started to move around a different stellar orbital, then it reversed course and followed the larger Hadarak with better than half its minions racing ahead while the others stayed as escorts for itself. 
 
    The second gen Archon could see the writing on the wall as soon as the minion wave launched from the tier 2, doing the math and knowing that the tier 3 would get reinforcements prior to arrival and have plenty left to cover it as it dove to the planet’s surface…and that’s exactly what happened. The Star Force and V’kit’no’sat fleets had to pull back further, then spread out for braking maneuvers that let them come into the planet at the same time rather than singly. They got to reposition for a few minutes ahead of the minions and form a gauntlet, into which the minion warships flowed like a firehose.  
 
    They were gunned down so easily Riona almost felt sorry for them, but enough started to get through and pool that the gauntlet had to start breaking up…then the tier 3 decelerated through the mass with the minions moving in perfect timing to avoid getting hit as the small planet-sized monster drifted down through orbit towards the planet, not fully slowly, with its damaged section rotating around to face the green/brown surface below. 
 
    The Tar’vem’jic put shot after shot into it, maneuvering between it and the planet to make their shots, then they had to break away as they began to come into contact with the atmosphere. The tier 3 did not, smashing into the gas layer like a cannonball as it gradually slowed, pushing waves out that would eventually reach around the entire planet, then it finally finished its rotation and smacked down on the surface wound-first. 
 
    But to a Hadarak that meant nothing, for their inner tissue was hard as rock anyway…but what it did do was put the Ysalamir-induced wound out of firing range of the Tar’vem’jic, meaning the tier 3 was essentially back to full health as far as the combat was concerned. 
 
    “Smart bastard,” she said as the minion battle continued, with her cringing as the sensors informed her in exquisite detail what the not so soft landing of a tier 3 was doing to the planet. Those beneath the Hadarak were killed instantly, but the deforming of the planet’s crust around the impact site was so intense that piece of it were actually flipping upward and fragmenting, most of which rained down as miles-wide asteroids while a few others obtained enough velocity to make it up into orbit…though they wouldn’t stay there for long. Beyond that, the expanding circle of earthquakes traveling across the planet were so extreme they were toppling entire cities on impact as if the buildings were nothing more than toothpicks. 
 
    Riona knew there was nothing to do here except destroy minions and buy time, for every hour they bought was more dropships going down and picking people up. More lives saved and evacuated, with those fleet now focused on the backside of the planet away from the Hadarak, but even there they were not going to be completely safe from the earthquakes.  
 
    And there was another Hadarak coming, just a few hours away. Whether it would stay in orbit and fight, or go down to the planet as well was unknown, but this situation wasn’t going to get any better. Until they got Ysalamir that could kill or seriously wound the larger Hadarak with a single shot, this carnage would continue, and Riona would be here salvaging what could be saved while other less experienced Archons might have cracked under the pressure. 
 
    But Riona wouldn’t, and Paul knew that. They’d both been through this grinder in the lizard war, and it had inoculated them from the emotional trauma at seeing so many people die. At seeing the horrific effects of a Hadarak landing on a fully inhabited planet. She was steeled now, but not apathetic. When the universe when crazy you had to stop trying to take it all in and focus on the bits of it you could make a difference in, though the stench of failure hung over every planet a Hadarak got to, and Riona didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    Yet the Setwori that would be picked up over the coming days would be small victories, and Riona intended to get as many of them out of here as she could…and provide a stabilizing rod to the rest of her fleet and those individuals who might be close to cracking and losing their efficiency. If she held firm, they could block everything out and focus on her targeting assignments.  
 
    And Riona could feel it too, throughout her ship. Those people with telepathy that reflexively transmitted some of their feelings even when she wasn’t actively searching for them. The casual murder of so many people was hitting them like a stun blast and they were trying to stay focused on their jobs, but the feeling of not being able to do anything to stop this left them wanting to turn into zombies as they struggled for some way to mentally come to grips with this.  
 
    And while they did that, people would die that could still be saved, so Riona kept everyone on their toes and sent little messages to those that started to flag. It took some of her concentration off the minions, but she could multi-task and a good number of the crewers in the fleet were experienced enough to keep fighting on instinct that she could defer a lot to them as needed. And right now, she needed to get her own people inoculated against the carnage…but that wasn’t going to happen in a single day for most of them.  
 
    But give them a ray of hope, even in the slightest measure, they would wake back up again. That’s what she was doing, by giving them targeting assignments and redeployment orders. They didn’t know what she was planning, and that was a blessing, for a lot of them assumed she had a plan to stop this when she didn’t. But she did have a plan to evacuate as many people as possible, and right now that’s what mattered. Those that were being lost did not, in a sense, as far as her focus went.  
 
    And as she watched the fighting, none of the V’kit’no’sat so much as blinked. That angered her, for it was a sign that they were superior, at least in this regard, so she gently reminded her crew as needed, that if the V’kit’no’sat weren’t crumbling under the pressure, then her crews had better damn well not. 
 
    And with that little bit of competition thrown in, her crew suddenly broke their zombie states. Helplessness was the foe Star Force could not beat, but give them any angle, any advantage, any way to make a difference and they had a purpose. And so long as her crew had a purpose, they could focus on their jobs. Give them the impression they just had to stand by and helplessly watch people die and they wouldn’t know what to do. 
 
    And right now their purpose was to delay both Hadarak, for every minute that passed the Ysalamir was recharging, and in two more days they’d get to poke another hole in one of them. And it was going to take far more than two days for them to kill everyone in this system, so Riona was going to damage these bastards to the point they looked like a whiffle ball if they didn’t pull back to the star.  
 
    And at the end of the day, if you couldn’t save a planet, you could at least avenge it…and with a Ysalamir and a horde of fanatical V’kit’no’sat fighting with you, there was a lot of avenging that could take place if you played your cards right and didn’t crack. And Riona’s fleet wasn’t going to crack.  
 
    But she could understand how many others throughout the galaxy would…if they even bothered to show up and fight in the first place. 
 
      
 
    73 days later… 
 
      
 
    A mentally exhausted Riona watched from the command nexus as the tier 3 Hadarak corpse sailed into the star at the end of its microjump without braking. It had made the mistake of attacking the third planet first, and thus giving Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat more time to damage it once it finally had given up its half-buried bunker on the planet. The other Hadarak was now attacking the 5th planet, but this one was finally dead, having taken dozens of Ysalamir shots and a torrent of conventional weapons damage and just barely miscalculating how long it could survive. A final coring shot by linked Tar’vem’jic had made it to the Hadarak’s brain, and multiple explosives inserted through that hole had finally ended it. 
 
    Most of the Hadarak’s mass was still intact, for they hadn’t shot random spots, but focused on 4 set in pyramid spacing so that the Hadarak couldn’t turn away from any potential hit without exposing another area. That made it easier to maneuver the Ysalamir into position, but Riona had cut it too tight a few days ago and had lost the Ysalamir…at least its fireability…in a collision. The Hadarak had managed a grazing ram as it was firing, with the fleet not being able to maneuver it out of the way in time. Many V’kit’no’sat ships had been in the path and had been hit when they were packed too tight amongst each other to avoid, and even with their dampener fields up they couldn’t completely stop that much mass. 
 
    A partial evasive maneuver had been made, enough to save the Ysalamir, but the damage wasn’t something that could be fixed here. It would have to go back to a major shipyard, but that wasn’t her problem. Defending this system was, and she no longer had her ‘boomstick’ to fight the other Hadarak with. 
 
    But the tier 3 was dead, and that was the first tier 3 Star Force had ever killed…though it was actually a shared kill with the V’kit’no’sat. And as it rammed into the outer layers of the star and plowed through them making a flower petal dispersion wave before the final cannonball splash marked the grave of the Hadarak, she and the V’kit’no’sat had made damn sure it was actually dead and couldn’t revive itself later. 
 
    Rather than waste the ships and try to stop it from hitting the star, she’d sent everything else, including her command ship, back to fight the tier 2 that had only a pair of Ysalamir shots in it. They weren’t going to waste anything other than the Tar’vem’jic on it, for it was the minions that were doing the most damage to the planets. They’d thinned them considerably, but both Hadarak had planted subsurface factories that were pumping out new ones and spreading seeds everywhere above ground and below like a slow moving infection through the ravaged landscapes. 
 
    The system was lost, for 82% of her drones were now gone, and without her ability to protect the Brat’mar ships they’d begun losing them as well, especially when they had to defend the Tar’vem’jic from several nasty counterattacks. 
 
    Combined they still had a sizeable defense force, but not enough to finish off the tier 2. The best they could hope for was to delay further as the transports continued to run nonstop picking up people from all the planets wherever they could, but there was still 1 major world that had not been touched yet by either the evacuation transports or the Hadarak.  
 
    Riona wasn’t going to be leaving anytime soon, and her Ysalamir had already left the system with as small of a defense fleet as she dared to get it to a rendezvous point where a larger fleet would pick it up and get it to a proper shipyard. But so long as this system was still under assault, her place was here and few in either fleet were getting enough sleep as they worked long, hard days trying to scrape together whatever gains they could manage. 
 
    When new contacts coming into the system turned out to be minions, she let out a long, slow, deep breath, feeling her will wanting to break, but having it bottom out on a floor of steel that would not bend an inch. She would keep going until she was dead, but Riona couldn’t assume that for her crew or the V’kit’no’sat, so she activated All/Comm in order to address everyone in both fleets simultaneously…assuming the V’kit’no’sat wanted to listen. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming minions from the star,” she said, breaking the bad news for those not plugged into a sensor feed, and in English, not bothering to translate for the V’kit’no’sat who could do it on their own. “All compromised ships are to disengage to support roles. I don’t want any unnecessary losses because people are tired or feeling like making a final stand. This is a war of millennia, so we have to play the long game even when we don’t feel like it. Those ships still capable of fighting are going to further delay the fall of this system. Every minute we do another evacuee survives, and while that may get lost in everything going on, it means damn well everything to that person, and we’re going to get as many people out as we can…then we’re going to leave. Focus on that mission, not the people already lost. And remember, while the Hadarak are growing more minions, we’re building more drones and Ysalamiri. If we can hold it together, in the long game we’re going to win. So let’s minimize these early losses and play for time. Time is our advantage now. Time builds more Ysalamiri. Time builds better Ysalamiri. And Time will win this war, despite the ass kicking we’re getting here.” 
 
    “Keep each other alive, rescue as many natives as we can, and then we pull out when we can do no more good here. If anyone thinks this war is unwinnable, ask the Hadarak corpse buried in the star. That’s just us getting warmed up. Give our combined scientists a millennia to tinker with the Ysalamiri…well, I’ll let you think on that yourselves. Grab some sleep when you can, we’re going to be here a while longer. Don’t let yourself get burnt out, but don’t let someone die because you overslept. You know the drill. Remember your training and we will get through this, no matter how many more minions come in on that jumpline,” Riona finished, sending orders to part of her fleet to peel off and start heading towards the star to meet the minions head on and draw them away from the planets as the evacuation fleet continued its work. 
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    July 19, 128528 
 
    System 11932003 (Star Force-occupied Hadarak Zone) 
 
    7th planet 
 
      
 
    Bhanno was a Maverick, meaning he was the equivalent of an Archon from a race other than Human. In the beginning he had resented that title, thinking it was an insult to not also be called an Archon…but that was before he understood what ‘Maverick’ truly meant.  
 
    He was from a Knight race, the Voro’nam, and had been born into Star Force rather than transferred from the V’kit’no’sat. The Pachycephalosaurus had begun his life with a handful of psionics and gained more just by completing various forms of training unlike the majority of Star Force races that were banned from possessing psionics. The Knight races were the elite of the elite, but the Archons were still beyond them, and it had taken him a long time to figure out why the smaller race was so dominant. 
 
    It wasn’t a special set of psionics, though after becoming a Maverick he had learned about the existence of Essence and how some of the Archons and a handful of other individuals possessed it, but most Archons did not. What truly set them apart was their culture, and it was the most powerful weapon that Star Force had. The way they thought, fought, troubleshooted, worked together and simultaneously operated as individuals was the key to the Archon identity…and that culture had been crafted around Human biology. 
 
    Some aspects translated to other races, but then again some didn’t. Bhanno was a biped, like the Humans, but he didn’t have a vertical back and his arms were not so dexterous. He also had a tail where they did not, as well as a specialized psionic called Jar’gu’ta that emitted from the obsidian-like bump on his head. It created a mooring beam that could be used to push or pull objects of far greater mass than Lachka could ever hope to, and it could be used as a ramming weapon to enhance the stone-like bump’s collision capacity.  
 
    Bhanno didn’t use it much, but when the need arose it was damn useful in a myriad of ways that the Archons had taught them beyond what the V’kit’no’sat had learned over millions of years. It was something the Humans did not possess, yet they figured out how the Voro’nam could use it better than they already were, and they had done the same for every race within Star Force until their own biological limitations blocked their insight, after which they had to wait for one of the native race’s individual to advance to the point where they could carry on the development further. 
 
    All of Star Force’s identity was routed in the Archons, and by creating the Mavericks they had given Archon-level responsibilities to those who were not of their race, if not the name itself. And that was wise, for Bhanno was not an Archon. His body was too different, and in many ways he was superior to them, but their agility and specifically their ability to rotate in place without a tail to drag around gave them some advantages he would never have. Each Maverick race was a bit different, but they all were based on the Archons and extrapolated out from their culture. 
 
    Basically the Voro’nam Mavericks had learned everything they could from the Archons…and were still learning in some cases…then added to it through their own unique perspectives. That meant all Mavericks were slightly not Archons, yet each held their own racial identity as well. The Monarchs held no such distinctions, but that was because their work was that of the mind, not the body, and in commando combat it was all about the body.  
 
    So now Bhanno didn’t resent not being an Archon, for he was something better in some respects, namely his size and his Jar’gu’ta, and he shared the same responsibilities for the empire, though it would always be the Human trailblazers that led the Archons and Mavericks, unless they fell in battle, and he did not want to see even one of them lost. 
 
    They were family now, not outsiders or leaders in legend only. His limited interaction with some of them had only confirmed what he had learned from his lower ranking Archon teachers…for it was the Archons that finished the training of all Mavericks, in order to keep the bonds between them strong and focused on the Human core of the empire. They were all in a race to improve the most, and anyone who wasn’t equally obsessed with such improvement would be left behind rapidly. 
 
    There was an energy around them, in a metaphorical sense, and in the presence of a trailblazer it was elevated even further. Their movements were so smooth and refined, even down to their simple gestures. All redundancy and inefficiency had long been eradicated to the point they almost looked robotic when they didn’t have something to occupy their attention…but when they did, he saw their personalities emerge, and recognized that they were the same as him, just in different bodies. 
 
    Becoming a Maverick out of a Knight race was rare, even rarer than being selected out of the Human population. He’d been told that was because the pattern of identifying those with the ‘knack’ for it was more refined over the years in the familiar races, and those more recently added to the empire were not going to err on the side of inclusion, thus the requirements were more stiff until the Archons finessed the benchmarks for Voro’nam further. 
 
    That meant he hadn’t just been chosen to meet Archon standards, he’d been slightly above that, much like the original trailblazers. Once they had established what an Archon was, they had been able to loosen up requirements in certain areas to pull in people who were borderline and just needed a little kick in the tail to get them going rather than those that hit the ground running immediately. Bhanno was one of the latter, and it gave him an extra sense of pride that had never left him, though such things were of little concern now. He wasn’t an outsider dreaming of reaching the top ranks of Star Force…he was already here and realized the monumental challenge they had accepted in taking on the Hadarak. 
 
    In order to face that challenge, more Wranglers had been needed to control the Uriti minions and not the Uriti themselves. A new division had been created, referred to only as ‘anglers’ in short hand, referencing the fact that the gauntlet technology built into his armor wasn’t configured to communicate with a Uriti, but rather issue orders to their minions…and right now there were getting close to a billion of them in this system. 
 
    There were no Uriti here, no people here other than Bhanno. He was alone in this system, behind enemy lines, and had been here ever since Star Force had deposited a minion factory on this world and moved on. The Voro’nam Maverick had accepted the solitude as he oversaw the growing army of minions and kept them from wrecking the native critters that covered three of the planets in a system so remote that it had never been scouted by the V’kit’no’sat. 
 
    This system was in the 1st ring of the Hadarak expansion zone, with thick corridors of conquered systems bracketing it at a distance and expanding inward. Fighting was occurring in spots all over the rings as Star Force burned Hadarak minions from worlds and left their own behind, then the Hadarak would return to remove them and put them own in their place. It was insanity, but an insanity that was delaying their forward momentum considerably. 
 
    Bhanno wasn’t here for exactly the same reason. This system was far from the corridors and hadn’t seen any Hadarak presence yet, not even a passing courier minion, and the Maverick had plenty of organic sensors spread across stellar orbit to watch for them. It was strange using all organic technology, but it was effective when you knew you were going to lose it and didn’t have to risk people’s lives in the combat.  
 
    The problem was that the Hadarak minions were more effective in combat because they were people and not biological machines…but what the Star Force minions had in their advantage was the advanced Chixzon weapons technology added and the Wrangler leadership where applicable. Some systems had not even one Wrangler in them, for they couldn’t afford to deposit one in every system, so they just left minions behind with orders to grow more and more and fight the Hadarak when they came. 
 
    But not here. Bhanno’s mission was to grow this system into a fortress that could hold off any attack short of a Hadarak itself and to become an exporter of minion forces to surrounding systems. Already there were 18 systems in his little kingdom, of which he was the only person involved. He was avoiding the inhabited systems…at least any that were inhabited by people large enough to pose a threat to the minions and trigger their defense programming. There were some on this planet that could, which was why he remained here to make sure they didn’t accidentally go on a slaughter fest, but in other multi-planet systems he would put seeds down on the uninhabited ones with orders to protect the others…to some degree. 
 
    There was a limitation to how complicated you could make the orders, and there was a lot he couldn’t do with them, but this was the situation Star Force and the allied Triad was faced with. Too many systems and too few ships to defend them when you could potentially face a Hadarak coming your way. If they didn’t have that threat this war would be easy to fight, but without the ability to create fortresses from which to operate out of with impunity, you had to be ready and able to abandon any position, including this system. 
 
    Bhanno had several starships stashed away to use in his escape in case one or more was destroyed, for if a Hadarak came here he couldn’t stay and he knew it, but short of that he was going to make this small area of the first ring a thorn in the Hadarak’s plans for galactic conquest as long as he could, but he knew at some point the surrounding corridors would creep in further and further and choke him out. Thankfully Star Force engine technology was faster than anything the Hadarak had, so as long as he got a little head start he could move through their territory all the way back to V’kit’no’sat space on his own without need for rescue. 
 
    The planet he was on now was actually a nice one, full of lush jungles and rivers. He resisted the urge to name it, knowing that it was going to fall eventually, but he was actually enjoying his time here playing builder and solo scout while the Hadarak arrogantly pushed further out without first devouring the neighboring systems to their prime territory that was so dense with defenses that even Bhanno and his fast little ships couldn’t get through. It would take an eternity for the Hadarak to button up this region that tightly, and he wondered if the Hadarak would even bother. Were they really going to lay claim to the entire galaxy in that manner, or just torch it all and then return to their prime zone? 
 
    He didn’t know, and probably no one else did either, but out here in the majority of the galaxy, Star Force held the mobility advantage and they were using it to damn good effect with Bhanno and other extreme scouts being able to insert into the holes in the rings to build up entire armies from scratch…but they were cancellation forces only, and it was only a matter of time before Bhanno’s forces came into contact with the Hadarak minions and were destroyed in the biological carnage this war had quickly become famous for. 
 
    Across the planet was a communications grid linked into his armor’s gauntlet systems, so he could monitor everything from wherever he went. Those comm systems were biological as well, and linked from planet to planet and all the way into the star, so when something entered he would know about it as soon as the signal lag elapsed. Every now and then there would be a rogue ship pass by, usually of unknown origin, but today something much larger arrived on a jumpline from the Deep Core side of the galactic plane. 
 
    Bhanno was on one of his daily foot patrols through the jungle when word reached him of a significant mass entering the system, but once he got the first visuals of it he was confused. It was of Hadarak size, but the shape was wrong. It was elongated into a chubby knife blade some 201 miles long but only 47 high. It was a bit wider, at 78 miles, though the outlining Yeg’gor armor was not rough as Hadarak were. There was a glossy band along the edge of the knife, with the rest of the interior looking almost smooth as it was covered with tiny lumps giving it the equivalent texture of carpet.  
 
    That was not how armor was supposed to work, for the more surface area you gave it the quicker weapons could eat into it while spreading out. This configuration would allow it to soak up more energy at a faster rate, but when the point of overload came the surrounding armor couldn’t suck off some of it, meaning that more advanced weapons would do more damage…yet inferior ones would do even less.  
 
    Bhanno ordered all his stellar assets to monitor, and some to reposition, to get as much information as he could on the new contact, not sure if it truly was a Hadarak or not. The galaxy was vast and he had seen some truly weird stuff come through this area already, but the fact that his minion sensor stations were confirming that the contact was covered in Yeg’gor suggested this was some type of Hadarak or some race that had patterned their technology after them like the V’kit’no’sat had.  
 
    But no, for as more information was gathered he was able to confirm it was true living Yeg’gor armor, not a similar artificial copy, and the large telepathic presence of the Hadarak was also registering on the minions. This thing was alive, and while it wasn’t shaped right, Bhanno had the sinking feeling that this was a different kind of Hadarak. 
 
    “Please be a transport ship. A nice, big, fat, helpless transport,” he said to himself as he stood in a creek consumed with the myriad of data being transmitted directly into his mind via his armor. To his eventual relief, the Hadarak didn’t leave the star nor go into it, rather it just orbited around it until it got to another jumpline approximately on the other side as those minion facilities nearest it winked out of existence as it passed. 
 
    Bhanno looked for sign of enemy minions being dropped from the Hadarak, but he couldn’t find any. The Hadarak was just passing through the system, and when it did finally jump out the Maverick counted himself lucky but immediately went to one of his ships and raced in towards the star to where the dead beacons were. He hadn’t seen any weaponsfire coming from the Hadarak, and he truly hoped this version wasn’t built like a Uriti.  
 
    The minions he’d already tasked to check on the dead ones had located the debris…except it wasn’t debris. They were intact but dead, which meant Bhanno was going to need to take a closer look personally. 
 
    When he got there he could find nothing wrong with them from the exterior, yet there wasn’t a trace of activity in them. It wasn’t until more than a day later, after he had to climb out of his ship in his armor and insert a regenerator-like analysis kit that sent nanites throughout the mass, did he realize what had happened. 
 
    The biological hearts within the minion sensor station had all simultaneously stopped pumping. No damage to them was detected, they had all just stopped…and the lack of blood flow to the minion was what had killed it.  
 
    But that shouldn’t have happened, for there were backup systems installed in case that occurred…but those backup systems had not been used and the minion ‘brains’ had been starved to death along with the rest of their tissues. The reserve nutrients were still sitting in their bins ready to be pumped out to sustain the minion while healing occurred in the hearts, but none had been activated. 
 
    Bhanno couldn’t understand it. It was like the entire minion had just shut down. But since it was only a machine and not a person, the Maverick could revive it, and when he did everything functioned normally…well, normal as far as a mostly dead minion was concerned. Entire sections of it had to be cannibalized to regrow others, and the ‘brain’ sections were a total loss. Basically Bhanno had to grow a new minion out of the old, but thanks to the resilient Chixzon design that was a fairly quick process using the original structure. 
 
    The Maverick had already sent a flurry of courier minions off to alert Star Force, as well as more couriers back along the jumpline the new Hadarak had come in on, hoping to get some forewarning if more would be coming, but whatever this was it wasn’t a transport. It had destroyed these minions somehow without laying a mark on them, and the best guess Bhanno had was something the Archons and Mavericks had long feared. 
 
    A Hadarak that had a kill switch for the minions. Star Force had gone over the coding again and again, but they had never found one in the genetics. Yet the Uriti could stop Hadarak minions in their tracts. Maybe this type of Hadarak could just order them dead on command. 
 
    If that was the case then Bhanno’s entire army would be useless…but the Hadarak hadn’t even bothered to notice them. It was heading somewhere else, and looking on the galactic map Bhanno couldn’t guess where. There was nothing of value ahead, so either it was going somewhere in the first ring that made no sense to the Maverick, or it was heading further out and not bothering to travel on the main corridors like the other Hadarak did. 
 
    Then on gut wrenching impulse, Bhanno did an analysis of its entry and exit from the system, finding the limited sensor contact with it at those times indicated a faster rate of deceleration and acceleration than Hadarak normally had. 
 
    A lot faster.  
 
    That meant his couriers might not get to the nearest Star Force outpost first, so he activated one of his other hidden ships and set it on autopilot with a message onboard in addition to all the data he had gathered. The empty ship jumped out of the system on its own, racing to get across the Hadarak expansion zone to the nearest outpost with a proper comm network before this new threat made it to wherever it was heading. 
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    December 23, 128528 
 
    Epsilon Eridani System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Corneria 
 
      
 
    “What have you got?” Tennisonne asked Belo’chat as he made his rounds amongst the various sub-projects stemming off the 1st successful line of Ysalamir. 
 
    “A probable solution,” the I’rar’et said, shaking his folded wings momentarily in a gesture that the Mastertech had learned was a sign of excitement. 
 
    “Probable? I said not to use that word unless you were damn sure,” he said, walking around to the far side of the holographic platform and using his pair of anti-grav boots to fly up next to it where the avians would be sitting on perches. He’d found that the boots made things a lot damn easier when dealing with the larger races, and the I’rar’et really didn’t like standing on the ground when they could get their feet locked around something sturdy.  
 
    “I am damn sure,” Belo’chat said, using the English term. “The capacitors will hold a minimum of 78 days before bleed-out begins. I believe our warfleets will be able to make use of weapons that could endure half that time.” 
 
    “Promises, promises,” Tennisonne cautioned, waving his hand and scrolling through the holographic data as Belo’chat and another Pterodactyl assistant watched along with some Zen’zat…who were standing on the floor and having to crane their necks up to see the subject matter. “How small?” 
 
    “1.6 times the mass of a Kafcha, with only a single attachment pod for Zen’zat when remote operation is untenable.” 
 
    “I told you no suicide missions, Vik.” 
 
    “It won’t be unless necessary, but we don’t want to get into a situation where an enemy can jam or hack our own weapons away from us in battle. We need the option rather than wasting far more blood in a losing battle.” 
 
    “There is this thing called retreating, you might want to look into it sometime…” Tennisonne said, falling silent as his eyes narrowed. “Pyretic?” 
 
    “It’s the only way I have found to make them small enough to mass produce.” 
 
    “That’s just a waste, Belo’chat. A one shot Kafcha is too much material waste, let alone one larger…no way.” 
 
    “Yes way,” the V’kit’no’sat confirmed. 
 
    “There is no way the numbers are accurate. You can’t generate that much energy without a relay tube twice as long as the ship.” 
 
    “You can if you bounce it through the structure multiple times before releasing.” 
 
    “You’d destroy the ship’s ability to target before you released it.” 
 
    “Yes you would,” the I’rar’et said simply. “Look closer.” 
 
    Tennisonne flipped through chart after chart of theoretical data, for no prototype construct of this model had been approved by him yet, and he couldn’t understand what Belo’chat was getting at until one of the Zen’zat below finally gave him a telepathic hint that the others were not privy to. 
 
    It’s not a ranged weapon. It must attach to the Hadarak first. 
 
    An eyebrow went up on Tennisonne’s face, but he didn’t look in the direction of the Zen’zat below him nor thank him as the pieces suddenly began to rapidly fall into place and he saw what Belo’chat was on to. 
 
    “How long does the process take?” 
 
    “I think between 6 and 8 seconds, but that’s just my guessing. There’s no way to know the actual burn rate without a test.” 
 
    “Impact speed?” 
 
    “Negligible. We can’t ram them. I tried those simulations to no end.” 
 
    “What about the grapple fields…never mind,” the Mastertech said, seeing an optional upgrade point on the back of the weapon not far from the crew module. He’d assumed it was redundant at first glance, but now that he was digging into those specific files he saw that it was for a countermeasure package that would work like Rentar, the psionic that canceled out Lachka fields. The Hadarak grapple fields worked in a similar manner, but not with the same energy, though the amount of power required to override a field of that size was so much the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t been able to put the devices on their warships after they’d created the countermeasure.  
 
    “Ram charge,” Belo’chat explained. “One time use.” 
 
    Tennisonne exhaled slowly. “I hate building expendable ships.” 
 
    “If we can get through their Yeg’gor layer in exchange for two Kafcha, that is worth the trade compared to what we would lose through regular combat.” 
 
    “So these are for the small ones?” 
 
    “They are multipurpose. Can you not see the value?” 
 
    “The blowback will negate a lot of the damage inside a cavity.” 
 
    “Yet this will make their escape near death unlikely.” 
 
    “You want to save them for a finishing move?” 
 
    “In some situations, not all. Primarily they are to break through the Yeg’gor for our warfleets when a Ysalamir is not present. Even a single one might be able to scare a Hadarak into retreat.” 
 
    “Not exactly what I’m looking for, but Paul would kick my ass if I didn’t pursue this. Alright, these are small enough. Build a prototype, just make sure it doesn’t explode in my yard,” Tennisonne warned, pointing a finger at the Vik’s beak. 
 
    “Charging will not occur until it is beyond the shipyard. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just make it work,” Tennisonne said, flying back down to the floor and walking to one of the smaller Zen’zat-sized access doors. “We need every edge we can get.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean we lost it?” Yori-007 asked. 
 
    “We don’t know where it jumped out,” High Admiral Chi Gori said from onboard the Human’s flagship as it rendezvoused with the trailblazer at one of the massive ‘temporary’ Star Force bases along the edge of the Hadarak Zone. This one wasn’t for evacuees, but a rally point for shipping fleets bringing in replacement drones, personnel, and an insane mass of supplies, all of which were being housed in mobile structures landed on six planets in the system and arranged into what otherwise would have been impressive cities had one not seen an actual Star Force city before. 
 
    “I know the minion beacons can’t follow it, but you should have been able to pick it up on the other side.” 
 
    “It destroyed the closest beacons, and those further out saw it disappear with a null field cloaking device. They were able to track it backlit by the star until it passed by the horizon…then there was no way to figure out what jumpline it took out of the system.” 
 
    Yori felt his jaw hanging, then snapped it shut. “The Hadarak has a cloak?” 
 
    “Not a true one, just a total absorption field…at least as far as the minions can detect. They’re not exactly our top of the line equipment.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have anything if we hadn’t spammed them into empty systems,” Yori pointed out. “Was someone following it?” 
 
    “Not that we know of.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s getting close to its target,” Yori said, mentally checking the battlemap to see what was near that area, but nothing stood out to him. There were several systems with ongoing battles, but nothing major. It was all backline scrapping with minimal forces, most of which was minion versus minion. 
 
    “I think it’s entering the combat arena,” the High Admiral differed. “And it doesn’t want us knowing where it’s heading.” 
 
    “Too many slip’n’slide accidents?” 
 
    “Its speed is still considerably slower than ours. We can avoid it if we know it’s coming.” 
 
    “The Ysalamiri?” 
 
    “If it has come in response to the Hadarak scream, then it is most likely hunting the weapon that did it.” 
 
    “It’s not on course for that system.” 
 
    “And it probably knows we would have moved on. My instinct says it’s a predator going on the prowl.” 
 
    “But if it’s slower, how is it going to catch us? We’ve only seen one so far, but even if there were a dozen of them, the galaxy is so big that if they can’t move faster than us…” 
 
    “I know, Yori. It doesn’t make sense, but it just cloaked and we lost it track of it. I’ve got ships heading into the general area to try and locate it again, but I’m not hopeful. If I was it, I would change course immediately after.” 
 
    “So would I. But how is this thing getting information? It has no idea where to go unless it passes by courier minions or their own worlds, which it hasn’t yet, has it?” 
 
    “It has been staying clear of all Hadarak locations.” 
 
    “Almost as if it isn’t Hadarak?” Yori hoped. 
 
    “As if it wishes to sneak up on us from behind.” 
 
    Yori frowned. “Even if it knew where we were building the Ysalamiri, it would take forever for it to get that far out in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I agree. I do not know what it is doing, but it being here is not good for us.” 
 
    “Any updates on what killed our minions?” 
 
    “No, but all are dying by the same method, as far as we can tell.” 
 
    “Where the hell is this bastard going…” Yori wondered aloud as he mentally was searching the galaxy map. There were too many systems, too many combat zones, and not enough Star Force, V’kit’no’sat, or Zak’de’ron assets in the region to be able to track it now that it had gone invisible…which meant the scout ships he’d sent to pace it no longer knew where to pick it up. Almost as if they’d known they would be coming. 
 
    “We will know when it arrives,” the High Admiral warned. “We are not the first opponents the Hadarak have faced. And this is not the first time it has done whatever it is about to do.” 
 
    “I really don’t like the sound of that,” Yori admitted. 
 
    “Nor do I…” 
 
      
 
    14 months later… 
 
      
 
    With the Star Force fleet spread over the entire circumference of the Core with the V’kit’no’sat and Zak’de’ron choosing their own targets in and amongst the others rather than geographically splitting up the combat, the only way to stay in contact was by couriers transmitting comm network updates personally, which meant the scout ships had to know where to go. 
 
    Most of the time the fleets would indicate their battle plans before they left a staging area, but in the cases that they didn’t they’d leave behind markers for the couriers to follow, and Jennine Simpsen was the pilot of one of those couriers. She had sole command of the Valkyrie-class R33913, but even though it was too small to have a name she liked to call him ‘Wilbur.’ She and Wilbur had been together for the past 12 years bouncing around the Hadarak Zone carrying messages. She was the only person onboard the tiny ship that had almost no weapons or armor, but extremely beefy engines that would let it outrun just about everything else in the galaxy. 
 
    And that’s what courier ships needed to be, even more so than scout ships. She had no cloaking device on her 327 meter long ship, and was easy to see from even the simplest of sensors, but her shields were sturdy and her instincts keen. Pilots didn’t rate a Valkyrie without an enormous amount of training and a considerable field record, for if even one message failed to get through it could mean disastrous results due to miscommunication. The couriers had to get through, so only the most prudent pilots were trusted with them. 
 
    Today though, her message packet wasn’t urgent…at least she hadn’t been told it was. The contents were a large mass of regular traffic data, and something important could be in it, but when there was a special urgent mission the Valkyries would be told, so Jennine assumed this was just a regular run out to Riona-111’s fleet, and the Archon had left an easy trail of markers behind as they tracked a Hadarak to try and kill with the Ysalamir named ‘Bladestrike.’  
 
    Jennine had never seen a Ysalamir before, other than the ship profiles available to all pilots, and she was looking forward to seeing one in person when she made the comm packet exchange, though she hoped she didn’t arrive when they were in combat. That would be unlikely, but not impossible, and Jennine had flown through a combat zone before to drop off a message packet, then high tailed it out of there, but never one with a Hadarak in play.  
 
    Then again, she wouldn’t mind seeing a bit from afar, but her duties wouldn’t let her sit around and watch. She had to make like Sonic the Hedgehog wherever she went beyond the fleet, for moving slowly was an invitation to capture or destruction. Speed was her best defense, so no sightseeing beyond the scope of her duty was allowed. 
 
    But when she made the deceleration jump into the next system she saw far more than she ever wanted to see. 
 
    There was a Hadarak here, implanted into the 2nd world with a halo of warship minions ringing it…and further off around stellar orbit was a trail of debris from Star Force ships. 
 
    “No…” she whispered, checking her sensors and pinging them loudly. Subtly wasn’t the way of a Valkyrie, and if there were any threats nearby she needed to find them so she could run, but there was nothing nearby, so she set course for the ship debris at maximum speed with her dart-shaped ship looking like it was a needle cutting through the fabric of space all the way up to the edge of the newly formed asteroid belt where it slowed to a stop near a half-damaged warship. 
 
    Jennine activated her comm and ran through both regular channels and battlemap interlinks, finding the latter still active. Very active, in fact, with this ship and others in the area being damaged but not destroyed…but no one was answering back other than the automated systems.  
 
    Her teeth were clenched tight to keep them from chattering. She had a sickening adrenaline shooting through her veins, and knew her duty now was to look for survivors while she could, then report back the destruction of the fleet…and the Ysalamir. 
 
    It wasn’t with the other ships, but in closer to the star and ripped into segments that were slowly drifting away from each other, a few of which were even now falling out of orbit and heading in on a spiraling path towards the star where they’d start burning up in a few months when they hit the upper atmosphere, for the outer shell was made of Yeg’gor and even the inner deck materials were mostly immune to the intense heat striking them now… 
 
    Jennine turned her head away for a moment, squeezing her eyes shut and taking the luxury of a few seconds away from the view to grieve, but duty compelled her eyes back on the surrounding area, and as her sensors were recording everything she tried interlinking with whatever was left of the ships to pull information from them, but her clearance level was so low she couldn’t get more than some basic manifest and navigational data. She didn’t have the necessary codes to access the past battlemap logs, but there was one recourse. 
 
    In the event of ship disablement, there was a single ‘dump information’ code that all Star Force vessels were equipped with. It was for emergencies only, and had to be authorized by the crew to allow another ship to pull their logs…but if the crew didn’t respond in a given amount of time, the override would kick in and allow another Star Force vessel to pull everything. That was extremely dangerous if an enemy managed to get the emergency code, but Star Force ships were never completely unmanned without being locked down…but those damaged in battle never had a chance to lock down, so after 18 minutes of waiting with Jennine constantly broadcasting the code, the hulks that could still respond did so, and she used the advanced computer systems onboard her Valkyrie to record all of it.  
 
    Normally that would have been more memory than her ship could hold, but Wilbur was configured to carry very large data packets and she didn’t have time to sift through what was being transmitted and only record what was important. She needed to scoop everything and get out, so after a long meandering pass by all the wrecks, including the Ysalamir segments, she headed to the nearest jumpline that led to a fleet in the field, at least as far as her records allowed, and since she had an update packet that had fleet locations last reported, Jennine had a good chance of finding one quickly. 
 
    The closest one she could find was Jason-025’s lone Borg vessel, and as fast as that ship was, hers should be faster, and she was going to have to run him down to get him back here before someone else got to their ships and the bodies lining the corridors…for according to the dump that Jennine was pouring through, everyone in the ships was dead, many of them simply slumped over in their chairs manning their stations.  
 
    Something horrible had happened here, and there were zero survivors reported. Not a single one on any ship, so Jennine had no one to rescue. And if someone was going to figure out what had happened here, she definitely needed a trailblazer. He would know what to do. Now she just had to track him down…before whatever happened here happened to him too. 
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    June 5, 128530 
 
    Mid Jump 
 
    Sanguine Blade 
 
      
 
    Jason sat in a conference room onboard his Borg-class vessel with several dozen of her crew, all of which were pouring over the battlemap data retrieved by the courier. None of them talked, merely mulling through the records of the very one-sided battle that had killed every single one of Riona’s ships, including the Ysalamir. No one had made it out, and losing Riona on top of all the rest felt like a knife blade through Jason’s chest. 
 
    They were enroute to the battle site now, still several days out, but no one understood what had happened. Riona had been fighting the Hadarak that now sat on the planet, wounded with not one, but two large holes in it, ostensibly from the Ysalamir, which meant it had been a multi-day battle, and against a tier 2 that was understandable. But then a new Hadarak appeared out of nowhere on a collision course for the Ysalamir.  
 
    The larger ship moved, just in time to avoid a full on hit, but the angular Hadarak that decloaked only after the impact had sliced through one of the folded-up forward arms, ripping a corner of the Ysalamir away as the Hadarak tumbled from the impact and the surrounding ships fled out of its path like scared mice as it was suddenly visible and sitting amongst them.  
 
    Riona had done well after that, moving her fleet instantly into varied assault/retreat combos as she fought to figure out what this new Hadarak could or couldn’t do, but it turned out that the Ysalamir was not faster. Even after making an emergency microjump towards nowhere the Hadarak followed impossibly fast and managed a slow ram directly on target this time despite the dampener fields being set to full. Its Yeg’gor blade-shaped exterior ring cut into the Ysalamir’s own Yeg’gor hull, each deforming on the hit, but the Hadarak had physics on its side and much thicker armor.  
 
    The Ysalamir’s attached ships executed a flip maneuver, trying to pry it off and only succeeded in imbedding it further, but when they completed their 180 they pulled on the star and jumped back towards it, ripping the Hadarak free and setting a collision course with the tier 2 that was still in low stellar orbit and not chasing the Star Force fleet. 
 
    Then somehow the new Hadarak caught up and impacted the Ysalamir again, only to do the impossible and emit some sort of field that slowed the ramming ship until it stopped in stellar orbit, after which the new Hadarak flew around inside the larger Ysalamir, slicing it to pieces as the crew onboard desperately tried to escape, but their ships were being caught up in whatever the field was and hanging there outside it, but unable to break free. 
 
    Riona brought her entire fleet in to fight both Hadarak while pulling out the survivors. A delaying battle before getting set up to run away, except she didn’t get a chance. Something happened and every manned ship in the fleet suddenly had their crewmembers drop dead where they sat. It seemed those wearing armor with regenerators in them survived, and continued to fight the fleet remotely as best they could, then the new Hadarak came flying out of the Ysalamir carcass and intentionally went after the ships with survivors onboard…and disintegrated them. 
 
    Jason sat, looking at the multiple camera shots of what happened again and again, not sure what to make of it, but on the most basic level it was clear that the new Hadarak had went for the Ysalamir first. Mak’to’ran has said the war scream had signaled something worse to come from the Deep Core, now that they had a weapon that could quickly damage Hadarak, and it seemed his prediction had been correct. 
 
    Once all the control ships had been destroyed, the remaining drones continued fighting on their last standing orders…which meant any targets assigned they would pursue to their destruction…and Jason was slightly pleased to see some deep furrows put into the new Hadarak from repetitive strikes, but nothing even close to what one Ysalamir shot would have accomplished. It seemed the Hadarak had been toying with the denizens of the galaxy this entire time, and now that they had a weapon that could effectively be used against them, they were going to be denied that weapon. 
 
    Which meant all the other Ysalamir out there were in jeopardy, which was why Jason had given orders with the courier to recall them all from battle and hide them until he could figure out what sort of new beast this was. 
 
    And that meant he was heading into a confrontation with it, assuming it was still in the system. He had a gut feeling it wouldn’t be, but at least they’d be able to recover their ship debris and bodies, hopefully before anyone else would be able to scavenge them. The last thing they needed now was a weak enemy learning from their technology only to use it against them later, so Star Force had strict ‘no littering’ policies in place…but beyond that, Jason wasn’t going to let their dead just lie out there. Not if he had a choice. 
 
    Everyone else was in as bad a mood as he was, but they all had a job to do and any insight into what had happened was critical, so he and the others were going to try and glean everything they could from the records before they arrived, but Jason had a dark feeling inside him that he couldn’t confirm from the records. It was one that only he could confirm or deny once meeting up with the new Hadarak, assuming he lived through the encounter… 
 
      
 
    The Sanguine Blade came out of its jump well short of the star, decelerating hard to get the extra distance and hopefully get a good look at the system before making contact with anything. 
 
    Jason was already plugged into his astromech with the rest of the ‘small’ crew of some 8,249 all at their stations on the largely automated Borg vessel. It could carry far more than that, but Jason had it currently set up in full Hadarak killer mode, not as a transport for ground troops or even ship killing operations. He had as many Tar’vem’jic packed into the hull as he could fit, along with a lot of large secondary weapons rather than numerous smaller ones that would be necessary for fighting minion swarms or other large numbered fleets that had low individual ship mass. 
 
    He also had 82% of his drone count attached to the ship in a long cubical column that matched his ship’s dimensions exactly, though where there were some missing from losses in recent battles he left a few strands sticking out the back rather than stack them all in tightly and lose a little deployment speed…which he was right now utilizing as the entire mass of drones moved away, shedding one layer at a time and becoming a nebula-like cloud around the cubical ship that continued to expand and expand into a huge picket sphere. 
 
    Jason had sensors on ‘screaming’ mode, sending out the most compact beams they could, not carrying that they would light up on even the most rudimentary receiver anywhere in the system. Subtlety was not needed here. Finding the new Hadarak was. 
 
    But the only one that registered was burrowed into another planet, with the first planet being mostly destroyed with the remainder infested with minions. He hated just leaving whatever people were down there to the Hadarak, but he wasn’t configured for a rescue operation and he wasn’t going to try one so long as the new threat lurked nearby. 
 
    Jason spent more than 6 hours scanning, but nothing showed. Maybe that was because he didn’t have a Ysalamir with him, maybe that was because it had moved on already in search of the others, but as he brought his ships into the expanding debris field with drones rushing out to collect all the wayward pieces, he also had some travel out to the tier 2 to get better sensor scans. They had to evade the minions in orbit there, but that wasn’t too difficult, for Riona had already killed most of them. 
 
    A single tear leaked from his closed left eye as felt a deep pang of loss and anger for her death, now that he was here where she had died along with everyone else. He’d gone through the manifest in less than a second, identifying 6 other crewers in her fleet that he had known and one other Archon, but they were all young and barely acquaintances. Riona he had known ever since getting out of basic training, for she’d been in the first class to follow them.  
 
    Her body was nowhere to be found, but that wasn’t because she’d made a dramatic escape. The portion of her command ship where the bridge had been was gone…hit with a disruption weapon that had turned it into confetti while leaving the rest of the ship more or less intact, though cracked from the explosion that occurred inside it. 
 
    The same was true in other ships where the initial survivors had been. Jason had hoped someone was hiding out somewhere, maybe a dropship having gotten away and hiding elsewhere in the system, but he’d sent out recall signals so loud nobody would have missed them and tiny, fist-sized search drones into the wrecking to search every corridor and room in the remaining pieces. No one was found, but many rotting bodies were where there was still pressurization. 
 
    The others were frozen where life support had failed, but they hadn’t died of the cold. Autopsies were hard to do after so many months’ decay, but there was no obvious signs of damage to any of them. Much like the biological minions that had been killed when the new Hadarak passed them in other systems before it went dark and began hunting. 
 
    Which was exactly what it was doing. Hunting. And its prey was the Ysalamiri.  
 
    What the hell were the Hadarak still hiding in the Core? Was this war even winnable, or were they continually being toyed with as some sort of training exercise? 
 
    When the drones around the planet got enough data on the Hadarak’s injuries, Jason finally let loose, sending his pent up rage out in an Essence Rush around his body after having taken a break from the astromech. Now that he was back in, he wasn’t just going to sit here and collect debris. If the new Hadarak was in the system he was going to draw it out. And if it wasn’t, he was going to finish the job Riona had started. 
 
    Like clockwork the Hadarak on the planet sensed his Essence Rush and began disengaging, soon to climb into space and come after him…but his Borg vessel was already waiting in high orbit by the time the Hadarak got free. No sign of the other was here, and Jason was pretty sure that his sensors could pick it up even when cloaked using backlight tracking. Even if it absorbed all forms of light, it wouldn’t be able to reproduce the starlight it was blocking, and Star Force ships had long been equipped to pick out such subtleties from range. If the new Hadarak was going to make a run at them, Jason would see it coming long before it hit now that they knew what to look for. And a Borg vessel was far faster than a Ysalamir. Just let them try and ram the Sanguine Blade… 
 
    But the other Hadarak didn’t show up, and Jason surged his Essence again to make sure the tier 2 kept coming, with Jason pumping Tar’vem’jic shots into it all the way up, some of which dug deep into the holes Riona had punched, but the Hadarak tried to keep them out of range by rotating around out of the firing line. Jason’s drones swarmed the minions escorting it, quickly winning that fight and tasking them to probe the two holes and add to the damage already done. 
 
    Jason kept it distracted with Essence rushes while staying out of grapple range, but eventually, after many hours, the damage added up to the point that the Hadarak had to either win the fight or disengage, Essence presence or no, and it tried one last desperate ramming maneuver that Jason was waiting for. He used it to sideslip around it and pour 7 simultaneous Tar’vem’jic blasts into one of the wounds, going deep enough to tickle its central brain…at which point it turned and ran hard for the star, but it was never going to make it. 
 
    Specialized drones went kamikaze down through the hole, being battered to the side by the Hadarak’s grapple fields in a desperate last attempt to save itself, but the countermeasure packages they were running allowed just enough immunity for some of them to make it through and plow into the exposed bit of brain…where they then detonated the kind of explosives few had ever seen, for they were rarely used by Star Force or even the V’kit’no’sat.  
 
    They were solari fusion warheads, which was just a shorthand way of stating that the rare elements were being compressed while simultaneously having their corovons removed…and without that incredibly powerful bonding agent, the resulting mass interacted in ways it naturally never would, starting a cascade reaction that literally shredded the atoms into tier 3 subatomic particles. 
 
    It was the equivalent of taking an atom and turning it into pure energy, more or less, with the resulting pieces being so small and unstable that they overloaded whatever they came into contact with. It was a mass-killing explosion, not so good when used in a near vacuum, but down deep inside a Hadarak, it had all the mass it could want, and when the solari fusion interacted with it, other secondary reactions occurred…all of which resulted in huge chunks of the Hadarak vaporizing and flowing back out the wound so furiously fast it looked like the Hadarak was undergoing a directional nova. 
 
    Jason had to let each one expire before sending another kamikaze drone down, but after 8 such hits the Hadarak lost all propulsion and began to coast towards the star.  
 
    He maneuvered the Sanguine Blade around into flanking position, then sent Tar’vem’jic beam after beam down the very narrow tunnel, further destroying what remained of the brain before finally accepting it was permanently dead and letting it ram the star as his ship and drone fleet circled back to the ship graveyard. 
 
    Thanks for the head start, he thought to Riona, knowing that this wasn’t vengeance. The Hadarak that killed her was still out there, and he and the other trailblazers were going to have to hunt it down first before they could use the Ysalamir again. Only then could they truly say Riona was avenged, and right now Jason didn’t know how they were going to do it. 
 
    He had the drones pull all the pieces into an impromptu cage grid made up of the drones themselves linking into chains and using mooring beams to hold the salvage in place as the remainder of the drones formed a blanket wall around the cargo, completely encasing it in the column that extended back off the Borg vessel, making it look like it was carrying far more drones than it actually was. 
 
    When Jason had every bit of Star Force technology that he could find picked up, he did a flyby of the planets and torched every minion he could find from orbit, saving the few cities of survivors and leaving a few drones behind in sentinel position to defend them until a fleet of evacuation transports could arrive.  
 
    And with that he said good riddance to the system and left. What he needed to do he couldn’t do here, and when he left the astromech he went straight to the nearest med lab, altering his normal blonde hair back into the shiny silver/chrome that he’d worn during the V’kit’no’sat war. Each of the trailblazers had, until the job was finished, and now they had a new job, a personal job, to complete and neither he nor the others would rest until that bastard of a Hadarak was dead. 
 
    And if this was just a precursor to more and more difficult Hadarak opponents that would eventually kill them all no matter how much resistance they put up…then so be it. Star Force wasn’t going to back down. They’d find a way to beat the Hadarak or die fighting.  
 
    Run, hide, strike back, evade…they’d do whatever it took, but they were never going to accept the Hadarak as others had. At the end of the day, when you put a Jedi and a Sith into one room and shut the door, only one would come out. And that’s what this galaxy had become. One room with the door shut. And only one of them, lightside or darkside, was going to come out. 
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    June 28, 128530 
 
    Outreach 39 System (V’kit’no’sat/Hadarak border) 
 
    4th planet 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 was sitting in the cafeteria onboard the Excalibur when word of the destruction of Riona’s fleet reached the system. He got a ping on the telepathic transponders, prompting him to mentally link into the nearest relay and pull a limited, but useful amount of data without having to get up from his three trays of food that he had only just begun eating.  
 
    He stopped midway through a spoonful of mashed potatoes, then calmly set it down and got up, walking out of the cafeteria to the nearest comm station where he could properly interface with the ship’s computer. His jaw was set firm, teeth clenched as he ducked into a corridor alcove and pulled out an inset stool, then he sat down and placed a hand on the interface terminal, allowing the computer to transmit directly into his brain the same way his armor would, though he wasn’t wearing any at the moment. 
 
    He pulled up all the data the Valkyrie had brought back, along with Jason’s message before the other trailblazer had left to track down what was left of her fleet. Riona was one of Paul’s closest friends, and now she was most likely dead. There was a small chance she had survived along with a few others in the wreckage, but Paul doubted it. Her ship had taken a direct hit on the bridge from a disintegration weapon that neither he nor Jason fully understood, nor did it appear to emanate from any particular place on the Hadarak’s body. There were no weapon ports at all, just solid Yeg’gor without any tentacles orifices. It looked more like a ship than a Hadarak, but a very alien ship at that. 
 
    Riona had run into it without knowing anything about it. It had targeted and destroyed the Ysalamir, then killed almost everyone in the fleet in an instant…then finished off the others by destroying the portions of the ships they were on before they could manage to run away. She had no chance against that. She’d been totally blindsided, expecting it to fight like a Hadarak rather than…whatever it was. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. She’d lived for more than 100 millennia, only to die like this…and not just her. Everyone in the fleet had been killed, and that added up to 682,139 people, most of whom were at least 1,000 years old. Hopefully a handful were still alive out there for Jason to find, but that wasn’t Paul’s concern now. That thing was still out there, and maybe more than one of them, and he had to find a way to defend against those unknown weapons. 
 
    While he was going through the data he got a personal call, which he routed into a small hologram no bigger than the size of his hand popping up over top the console he sat at.  
 
    “You heard?” Kian-093 asked, with his own Borg-class ship also sitting in orbit around one of many fortified Star Force staging bases located just inside V’kit’no’sat territory feeding the assault fleets supplies and replacement drones, the latter of which both trailblazers were waiting to top off on before returning to Hadarak hunting. 
 
    “Just,” Paul confirmed. “We’re in trouble.” 
 
    “I know. Essence?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but whatever killed the crew was counteracted by regenerators…after the fact. I’m issuing an order for all fleets to mandate their crews wear them at all times in combat zones.” 
 
    “Agreed. Sensors showed nothing to create that disruption effect. Any guesses?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it has to have a massive amount of power to do that. Not to mention the speed of the…we need a name?” 
 
    Kian twisted the corner of his mouth for a moment as he thought. “Any chance this is your Unicron?” 
 
    “No. The profile doesn’t fit. I can’t explain what it looks like, but I know that’s not it.” 
 
    “Alright then…Lurker?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Fits. We’re going to have to probe this Lurker with drones from extreme range. Jason ordered the withdrawal of Ysalamir, and I’m adding the Uriti to that, so what do you think it will go after if they’re not in play?” 
 
     “I’d guess it came specifically for the Ysalamiri, but it was probably pacing the other Hadarak waiting for one to show up. My guess is it’ll be lurking near another small Hadarak in wait.” 
 
    “Well that narrows it down a bit. One of us has to find this thing…and it has to be one of us. You understand?” 
 
    “If it is Essence, we have to see it coming. Why didn’t Riona?” 
 
    “Maybe she did. The Ysalamir moved partially before the first impact, and before it popped up on backlit recognition. My guess is she did, but not in time to realize what was happening. We won’t know for sure unless Jason can recover part of her ship or the Ysalamir for order confirmation.” 
 
    “Damn, I missed that,” Kian admitted. “I was focused on the acceleration profile. I think the Lurker’s hull is specifically designed for ramming and it has the engine capability to match.” 
 
    “Ship or Hadarak?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Mass indicates it’s solid, though that doesn’t entirely rule out ship, but my credits are on Hadarak. How do you want to play this?” 
 
    “We need to find it first, then poke it with a long stick. We don’t let anyone near it until we have a better understanding of its combat profile. Specifically its speed.” 
 
    “If it’s hiding in a star, we’re not going to be able to find it.” 
 
    “It has to sense a Ysalamir, and mass won’t cut it. Not at any appreciable range if it’s that deep in a star. The stellar material mass signature will outweigh it.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Fairly, though it’s just speculation. I think they can only detect faint gravity pulls if nothing is in between. Put a planet there and the faint traces gets mixed in with the greater pull.” 
 
    “So it can’t detect…oh,” Kian said as a thought hit him, and as soon as he said ‘oh’ Paul got the same idea. 
 
    “The Hadarak is a sensor buoy for it.” 
 
    “So it can hide from us unless we draw it out,” Kian said, pounding one fist into his open palm. “Clever bastards.” 
 
    “I think it’s clear that the Hadarak are more advanced than we already assumed. So let’s just go all out and assume they’ve got a dozen more scaling options hidden in the Deep Core for when we warrant their attention.” 
 
    “We wait them out,” Kian answered Paul’s implied question, “except we can’t without sacrificing large chunks of the galaxy.” 
 
    “So the ‘others’ hide and avoid provoking them?” 
 
    “Typical cowards. Riona would be alive if they’d just warned us what the Hadarak were capable of.” 
 
    Paul’s teeth clenched again, for that little epiphany hadn’t occurred to him. “Have Davis wring it out of the Knights of Quenar.” 
 
    “I’ll explain it to him,” Kian promised. “So do we wait here for one to pop up, or do we go looking?” 
 
    “If Jason doesn’t find it waiting for him, we go looking. Time is not on our side if we can’t use the Ysalamir.” 
 
    “Then we should use one as bait.” 
 
    “Not yet. Maybe we can track this thing down to a certain area and drop sensor beacons in the neighboring systems.” 
 
    “Get eyes on it then poke it with a stick? I’d prefer that, but if it’s got a cloak and only uses it part of the time, then it means it doesn’t want to be found. It wants to pick the battlefield.” 
 
    “Wonder why?” 
 
    “Not the typical Hadarak MO, I’ll give you that. It doesn’t have tentacles, so maybe it’s weaker than we think and can’t get into a prolonged battle. It could be their version of a Ysalamir.” 
 
    “My gut says no. I think it’s far more powerful and the Hadarak are meant to be obvious to draw out the threats, then the Lurker quietly goes after and assassinates them.” 
 
    “Little black holes roaming the galaxy…oh, you don’t think…” 
 
    “No, but they can easily hide in orbit near them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if in the Deep Core there is some mother Hadarak the size of a star that spews these things out?” 
 
    Paul cringed. “Please no.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, what does this whole invasion do for the Core?” 
 
    “Keeps our focus away from it,” Paul agreed. “We’d have to build something stupidly fast to get in there and out again.” 
 
    “I’ve run the numbers too. It would have to be almost all gravity drives and fuel pods. And it would be chased the moment it entered a system. It couldn’t snoop around, and something that size would not be missed on entry even if cloaked.” 
 
    “We need to wait until we get better engine technology…but we can’t,” Paul said with a sigh. “Knowing is half the battle…and as long as we’re in the dark, we’re going to lose more like Riona.” 
 
    “One of us has to go,” Kian said somberly. “With a crew of anklebiters.” 
 
    “I need to be the one,” Paul said with a sneer, “but I can’t leave. Especially not now.” 
 
    “I’d volunteer, but we’re all needed now, and I don’t trust any of the second gens enough for this. However, there is one obvious alternative.” 
 
    “Who?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Kara.” 
 
    Paul flinched. He’d written her off because she wasn’t that good at naval and had gone more of the commando route after achieving Neo level, but then again she had the most experience sneaking around the galaxy unseen. Actually, next to Paul, Liam, or Roger, she was the best possible alternative. 
 
    But a part of him didn’t want to let her go. He’d just lost Riona, and Kara… 
 
    “Afraid you’re losing your Harem?” Kian said with an extra bit of snarkiness. 
 
    Paul glared at him, but quickly took his meaning. “Don’t tell me losing Riona doesn’t hurt you too?” 
 
    “It does, but I know she was closer to you, and Kara probably even more so. But Jason’s your best friend and he’s off looking for the Lurker not knowing what it can really do. There is no safe space here, Paul, other than you going first and taking the hits yourself.” 
 
    “You read my mind.” 
 
    “Easy, because we’re all of the same mind. Probably Kara too, if she really is a trailblazer.” 
 
    “That Lurker went right through Riona’s shields, Kian. Shields and armor. Do you have any idea how much worse it could be in there?” 
 
    “Kara will find out, as safe as can be done other than you going. And right now we need you, Liam, and Roger to figure out how to kick a Lurker’s ass. And we need me and the others to make a profession of it. We can’t go scouting.” 
 
    “It’s not like Kara is useless.” 
 
    “She’s not a battle mistress, Paul. Not like we need now. And she can spend a lot of her down time working on how to undo her genetic sabotage. I hear that’s what most of her Essence training has been geared for.” 
 
    “Sold,” Paul said, letting it go. “Now you go and convince her.” 
 
    “It won’t be hard. She’ll throw herself at the head of the column the same as you.” 
 
    Paul reached out and flicked the tiny head of the hologram. “Jerk.” 
 
    “Just a friendly poke, Paul. When we’re hurting we have nothing to strike back at. Nothing to focus our attention on. We just sit and take damage, which is not what we’re geared to do. We need a purpose. And sometimes being a jerk helps accomplish that end.” 
 
    “Harem?” 
 
    “If it doesn’t sting it doesn’t draw ire.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of ire,” Paul said with a sneer. “I just have nowhere to put it.” 
 
    “Yet,” Kian reminded him.  
 
    “I can’t decide if I should cry or scream.” 
 
    “The wall in my quarters has a hole in it,” Kian admitted.  
 
    Paul looked down for a moment. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Gives me something to do. I hate sitting helpless too.” 
 
    “If it’s not Essence, what else could get through armor and shields?” 
 
    “Telepathy, but that would require tricking the body to harm itself, which I doubt. If the Hadarak can sense Essence, then it’s a safe bet that somewhere in their ranks someone can use it. You can’t genetically engineer a detector for something you don’t know exists.” 
 
    “But how are they managing it without the skills? You and I can see Essence because we know how to produce a Rush. We’ve cracked the case. Can all the Hadarak use it and are just holding back?” 
 
    “Makes no sense,” Kian agreed. “But it will once we figure it out.” 
 
    “Well that’s helpful.” 
 
    “Just pointing out the obvious. I also wonder if someone who has Essence skills can wake it up in another. Maybe just enough to see it without being able to cause an Essence Rush.” 
 
    “Hadarak are spawned in gravity wells. It’s possible they could pass it on to each other, but that would require them having that ability.” 
 
    “Unless it’s a passive transfer.” 
 
    “Mitosis?” Paul asked, referring to the splitting reproductive method that Human cells used. “Essence is bound to a Core. I don’t think you can split a Core.” 
 
    “Maybe you summon a second one to you and develop it like an add-on…I don’t know. I’m just spitballing here.” 
 
    “Regardless, the Hadarak can sense Essence and are tasked to destroy it. If the Lurker used it, the Hadarak there didn’t respond.” 
 
    “Point. Maybe it’s just the ‘unauthorized’ use of Essence that pisses them off like the unauthorized Uriti existence.” 
 
    “We need a defense, Kian. Without even a basic nullification Essence effect, we’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    “The ones who know how aren’t in a mood to share. We’re just going to have to wait until Rio and Wilson can figure this out.” 
 
    “We can’t get near the Lurker without one,” Paul said pointedly.  
 
    “You’re pretty sure it’s Essence, aren’t you?” 
 
    Paul shook his head warily. “If it’s not, we’ve got a whole new stack of problems to deal with.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is a little too Raf.” 
 
    Paul couldn’t help himself and belted out a loud laugh. “You’re one of only a few people who even understand what that means…but you’re right. We’re ignoring the obvious conclusion because we’re looking to cover all contingencies. Most likely, the Hadarak have Essence skills that the ‘Others’ are afraid of…” 
 
    “Which means we’re wading into a very old, very complicated, and very massive level of warfare that we’re only just beginning to understand.” 
 
    “Two sticks and a rock,” Paul said in agreement. “And we have to share the rock.” 
 
    “So how do we get ourselves a tank before the galaxy is eradicated?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paul said regretfully. “I really don’t know. And until we do, reckless are we.” 
 
    “Maybe reckless, but no longer lacking forewarning. Riona took that hit for us, so now we know.” 
 
    “We don’t know enough…other than to keep our distance.” 
 
    “That would have been enough to save Riona, and it’ll be enough to save others.” 
 
    “I don’t find that very encouraging,” Paul warned. “I don’t think we’ve seen the full extent of the Lurker’s capabilities. And if they’re even faster than we’re expecting, we might not be able to stay out of range.” 
 
    “Then you and me and the others have to go poke it with a stick and find out, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “We have to find it first. Then I’ll go and poke it with this mother fucking stick,” he said, pointing upwards to indicate the Excalibur that he was sitting in. “Essence may be able to pass through mass, but it can’t ignore it. It’ll take a lot more than one of those disruption blasts to take out a Borg cube.” 
 
    “Unless it can be targeted to a specific area inside,” Kian warned. “But if it’s line of sight, then yeah, we’re not sitting in a little donut like she was.” 
 
    “Find the bastard, and we’ll do this ourselves before anyone else gets blindsided.” 
 
    “Jason’s on it, and the others will know soon enough what to look for. And I don’t think it came all the way out here to sit and wait. It’ll come for us, one way or another, Ysalamir or not.” 
 
    “That’s not my impression.” 
 
    “Trust me. If we keep killing Hadarak the old fashioned way, it won’t stand by for long, and I don’t think it will go back to the Deep Core. Not until it finds where we’re making the Ysalamir.” 
 
    Paul rubbed his chin for a moment. Unless it backtracked supply convoys there was no way it could figure that out unless it had some sort of intelligence gathering capability. Putting that thought aside, it would probably wait on the front lines until another Ysalamir emerged. If one did not… 
 
    “Yeah, you might be right. And if it does sit and wait, we can bring one out and bait it into a confrontation on our terms.” 
 
    “So we have a plan?” 
 
    “We have the beginning of one.” 
 
    “What are we missing?” Kian asked. 
 
    “A really effective stick…” 
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    December 2, 128531 
 
    System 339140 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    18th planet 
 
      
 
    Tavoni was sitting in a cloaked scout ship in high orbit, monitoring the enemy minion growth on the planet below and distantly keeping count of the Hadarak that came into and out of the system. 339140 was one of only a few major transit hubs in the Hadarak network, with strands from 3 major routes all passing through this system. Six of the planets had been ‘colonized’ thus far, but it was this one that was showing never before seen growths, the nature of which Star Force was curious about, guessing this might be the precursor to another stage of warfare in their playbook. 
 
    So far the 3-man Kiritak crew hadn’t been able to determine what the growths were, but they were huge…each more than 3 miles wide and dome-shaped. Passive sensors couldn’t see into the interior, and even a few active sensor blips hadn’t penetrated, but they had indicated that the shell was hard…not as hard as Yeg’gor, but it was dense and very thick. What it was protecting beneath Tavoni didn’t know, but it wasn’t going to be anything good for the galaxy, that much he was sure of. 
 
    He and the others were going to have to wait and see what came out of the now 201 growth chambers. They’d been adding more each month, though they took a long time to get to what they believed was full size. A lot of resources were being funneled into them via subterranean pipes that acted a lot like blood vessels coming from processing centers where raw ore and other materials collected by ant-like minion armies would be dropped off and ‘digested’ by various means.  
 
    A lot of that refined material was then being pumped underground and into the new growth chambers, as well as being supplemented by flying minions bringing egg-like canisters in and cracking them on the dome. Their gelatinous material would then stick on top and slowly absorb until it was gone. Tavoni had checked multiple time to see if it was evaporating, but it wasn’t. It was going into and through the armor, then disappearing inside. 
 
    The Kiritak had a mystery on their hands, but an alert from the cloaked probes left around the star got Tavoni’s attention. Every time a mass the size of a Hadarak jumped in the scout ship would get a notification on such an odd frequency that the enemy didn’t recognize it as a comm signal. It was extremely low wavelength light that was barely distinguishable in the mass of stellar radiation, but it was just enough to get some very basic data through without giving away the probes’ location. 
 
    Tavoni scrambled out of his seat and ran back to the bunks to wake his fellow Kiritak, shaking one so hard he thought he was under attack and punched Tavoni in the chest by habit, knocking the excited pilot back half a meter. 
 
    “It’s me, it’s me!” 
 
    “What…what is going…” 
 
    “We found it. It’s here,” Tavoni said, stepping over to the other bunk and poking Nikkiti in the ribs as she was slow to wake. “It just jumped into the system.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The Hadarak that killed Archon Riona’s fleet. It’s here,” he emphasized.  
 
    The other two Kiritak glanced at each other, then both of them scrambled out of bed and followed Tavoni to the cockpit where additional passive sensor data was being passed out to them on a considerable amount of lag.  
 
    “Same shape. Am I wrong?” Tavoni asked. 
 
    “You’re not,” Nikkiti confirmed. “We have to let them know it’s here.” 
 
    “No,” Baddaa insisted. “We have to see where it jumps to, then we leave and tell them.” 
 
    “We leave this planet now, right?” Tavoni checked. 
 
    The other two nodded their agreement, then Tavoni began accelerating them around orbit towards a jumppoint that would lead them to the 2nd planet in the system, then a short jump in to the star in order to avoid the primary jumpline from the 18th planet straight there. “Why can we see it?” 
 
    “Friendly system. It has no reason to hide here. They don’t know we’re watching.” 
 
    “Maybe it takes too much power to hide,” Nikkiti suggested.  
 
    “You can go back to sleep,” Tavoni offered. “I will wake you when we get to the star.” 
 
    Both of them punched Tavoni in opposite shoulders, crunching him further into his seat. 
 
    “We can’t sleep now, you idvrit.” 
 
    “I had to check before leaving orbit. What did you want me to do?” he protested. 
 
    “Wait 10 seconds for us to wake up,” Baddaa said as he sat down in the seat to Tavoni’s right and began compiling the bits of sensor data they had into a composite image a little better than an identification silhouette. This might be the same one that killed Riona, or it might be a similar one. If their hulls were slightly different, like each Hadarak were, then they needed to compare the ‘name-shape’ to what the data packet they’d been given contained. 
 
    It took a few hours, but eventually they were able to confirm it was in fact the same one…either that or they were all identical…but as they got closer to the star they saw the new Hadarak veer away from its transitional orbit and make a microjump towards the 9th planet. The Kiritak decided to follow it there, while keeping a very safe distance, and see what it was going to do. And when they did, it turned their stomachs so much that Nikkiti had to leave the bridge. 
 
    The other two watched as the ‘Lurker’ skimmed the inhabited planet’s surface and sucked thousands of minions up to it, where they were squashed into goo that then rained down on the surface below. It was killing them, its own minions, and the Hadarak on the planet didn’t seem to care one bit. The minions did, and those now immediately near the Lurker tried to flee, but it was too fast and whenever it got near the swarms of ground minions they would be picked up like a magnet, flying from the surface up to the underside of the massive Hadarak, then killed as they squashed against the Yeg’gor armor. 
 
    “Why?” Baddaa asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. I know they’re our enemies, but those minions don’t want to die. They’re trying to run away. Is it eating them?” 
 
    “Their bodies are falling to the ground. It’s not eating them. Not all of them, anyway.” 
 
    “What is it doing then?” 
 
    “I do not know. We record and pass on to the others. They will figure it out. Our job is to alert. Do we stay until it leaves or alert now?” 
 
    Tavoni considered that. “If it will be here a while, we should leave so the Archons can better track.” 
 
    “I concur. How much longer? Do we risk active sensors?” 
 
    “No actives. Riona already got actives on it. We need to sneak out. If we die, Star Force learns nothing.” 
 
    “Drop a probe,” Nikkiti said as she came back, now about half a kilo lighter. “Let it record while we run. Another ship can download what it sees later. Archons want Riona’s killer. We should not delay.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Tavoni said, prepping another stealth probe that would sit in orbit over the planet and watch what the Lurker continued to do, same as the others in the system. Right now their top priority was to report the position of the new Hadarak, so that the Archons could get on its trail as soon as possible. And that’s exactly what they intended to do, though it would take 13 days to get to the nearest Star Force outpost, meaning the Lurker would have around a month’s head start on whoever the Archons sent to chase after it… 
 
      
 
    Morgan-063 wasn’t the closest to the Lurker’s last noted position, but she was in the area and immediately broke off her pursuit of a tier 1 Hadarak once a courier got word to her of its finding. She had her Borg-class vessel and a fleet of Star Force warships from the Lir’nen Knight race, giving her more firepower than most hunter fleets, and she wanted a crack at this thing before it managed to kill more Star Force ships. 
 
    So she headed to the last known area and worked from there, using a small fleet of her own courier ships to keep track of what was going on in adjacent systems and using predetermined rendezvous points so they could swap out data and let her fleet actually hunt what she couldn’t see. Those couriers crossed paths with other ships, some from Star Force, a few from the V’kit’no’sat, and even a Zak’de’ron fleet that didn’t bother to respond. Apparently everyone was looking for this bastard, but no one knew exactly where it was yet, other than it had moved on from the last noted system. 
 
    Morgan got a couple of updates including data of the Lurker cannibalizing its own minions. If what the other trailblazers thought was true, then this might be an Essence harvesting mechanism…and if it was, then it would be a way of recharging what was lost far faster than natural, or it might be an overcharge mechanism similar to the way some of the Essence users stored a reserve in a personal item, such as a ring or bracelet. They would move some of their Essence into the specially crafted Magicite container and have to periodically add a little charge to maintain the Essence reflectivity of the material, for only that reflectivity allowed one to put additional Essence inside as a bottle without it ‘leaking’ out or disappearing entirely the way Essence normally did away from a Core. 
 
    Then again it could be something else entirely, but the more tidbits that came in seemed to suggest only one thing…that this new Hadarak could use Essence, and with a body the size of an asteroid, that was a whole lot more passive Essence than Morgan could ever hope to match given her tiny body comparison. Her Essence skills were far beyond passive now, with her possessing 17 times as much Essence as she had when she first broke through to her initial Essence Rush referred to as ‘popping the cork’ by Head Trainer Wilson. 
 
    Now, whenever she used her Essence in a major way, her body, or more accurately her ‘person,’ adapted to give her a bigger Essence presence, far more than her body required for life. But 17 times was nothing compared to someone miles in diameter. The thought of what a Hadarak could do with Essence truly scared her, but they had to confront this thing, from a distance at least, and figure out what it could or couldn’t do. 
 
    Eventually one of the V’kit’no’sat ships found it, and was gracious enough to send out scouts to inform the other hunting fleets. By the time Morgan’s caught up with it, it was two systems further away and three other trailblazers had beat her there…but the moment the Opal Ranger came out of its braking jump into the system she got an emergency request for all her drones on the Star Force battlemap.  
 
    Morgan didn’t hesitate, trigger the fastest release possible for the column of tightly packed drones trailing her cubical ship and making it look 5 times as large as it actually was. As they began to fly out like dust from the column, her ship’s sensors began to catch up with the deceleration lag and what she saw stunned her. The Lurker was nearby, but not close enough to endanger her fleet, whose ships that had already arrived were now devoid of drones, having been pulled away on Jason’s order. He, Greg-073, and Ace-095 were already here and based on the battlemap data, their Borg-class vessels were almost entirely stripped of their drones. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Morgan to mentally sift through the battle reports from previous days, and it was in that review that she began to learn the truth about the monster they were hunting. It did, in fact, have the ability to use Essence, but it was displaying multiple techniques unknown to Star Force, including a disruption effect that basically undid the bonds between molecules and just reduced a target into an expanding nebula. That was what had killed Riona, but not most of her crew.  
 
    None of the manned Star Force ships were getting anywhere close to the Lurker, but the Zak’de’ron had and their servant crews had been killed just by getting into proximity, save for the few that had regenerators on. According to the information they were sharing, it was some type of attack that triggered a heart attack, where all blood pressure stopped as the biological pumps were ‘frozen’ in place. No sign of any energy or matter interference was noted, and the Zak’de’ron had been pleading with Star Force for an explanation. 
 
    It had taken some work, but together they had figured out that there was a spherical pulse attack from the Lurker, which Jason and the few other Essence users could actually see happen. The Zak’de’ron could not, nor could the V’kit’no’sat, and Jason now had a Zak’de’ron onboard his ship as an observer so he could look through Jason’s mind and see the Essence that they could not.  
 
    That was a bold move on Jason’s part, trusting a Zak’de’ron to get that close, but he wasn’t plugged into his astromech right now and the Sanguine Blade was keeping far out of range while sending in drones and having them get eviscerated by the Lurker…which was why they had been running out of them. 
 
    But the urgent plea now was because this system was inhabited by Hadarak minions, and the Lurker was headed down to the second of two planets while the drones in play attacked it mercilessly…and it ignored most of them. Seeing the battle records Morgan understood why. It had been using Essence to destroy them, for ramming didn’t work well against targets that ‘small,’ at only a mile or less long, and the drones were faster than it except when it used Essence to enhance its engine power. It had managed to ram a few when it had a split second head start, but that wasn’t an efficient tactic when it had to consume Essence for each super-fast maneuver. 
 
    Ace had been able to document a basic power curve of its engine power, which was about 1.7 times better than a Hadarak without enhancement, but then when Essence was added it jumped off the Hadarak charts and gave it speed equivalent to technological gravity drives…but not within predicted levels, because how much Essence you devoted to it had an effect. Morgan knew from Star Force’s own Essence-boosted techniques regarding Yen’mer, the flight psionic, that it was like stretching a rubber band. The more Essence you put into it, the more you were able to cheat physics, but also the more you put into it the less additional boost you got.  
 
    That meant they did not have a top speed rating for the Lurker the way a mechanical engine would have, and that meant they could not navigate close to it with the manned ships to get some long range Tar’vem’jic shots in without risking the crews…and the drones were far too small to carry Tar’vem’jic. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat didn’t know what to do, and thankfully they were not sending their ships in to die needlessly. They were staying back and supporting Star Force, and right now Morgan saw that a lot of them were in fact burning the minions off of both planets…and suddenly she knew why the Lurker was heading back to them. It needed a recharge of Essence, and if it could steal it from the minions that was essentially the equivalent of reloading. Though how much could it actually take from those so much smaller than it was a question mark at this point. 
 
    “Fucking vampire,” she sneered, altering course with her Borg vessel even as the rest of her fleet continued to jump in behind her and send their drones off to Jason. “Time to test the garlic.” 
 
    Morgan sent the other trailblazers a message rather than holo due to the time lag that had them spread out too much for realtime communication, indicating what she intended to do, and Greg responded with a best case/worst case assessment of her chances, but none of them called her off, because she had something they didn’t. When the others had come out to fight Hadarak, they’d left all their Materia weapons behind, not intending to waste them on such large targets as the Hadarak, but Star Force needed to know as much about this bastard as they could, so Morgan was willing to use the single one she’d kept onboard her ship in order to poke it and see what happened. 
 
    “Cap, you know the drill. She’s all yours,” the trailblazer said, leaving the bridge in the hands of Captain Andor as she ran into a corner alcove and disappeared into a transit pod that would rapidly carry her across the 327 mile wide ship to a large number of key points, one of which was not too far off from where she’d hidden the Materia. 
 
    It took a few minutes for Morgan to sprint the rest of the way through the empty corridors on the huge ship, then she came to a door with no handle, knob, or interface of any known kind…except for a simple bar hidden within the door itself and visible only to Pefbar.  
 
    Morgan used her Lachka and rotated the heavy bar around…something most psionic wielders could not due to the weight of it, and unlocked her personal vault, inside of which was a number of different items, but she ran past the rows of shelves until she got to the back where there were individual compartments lining the far wall, inside of which was a ruby red crystal the size of a phone booth that held not only a lot of Morgan’s Essence, but the deposits of thousands of others gathered back in Star Force territory. Morgan had to top it off every now and then to maintain the shielding, but she had also been draining herself regularly in order to provoke adaptation to more than 17 times her original Essence level. 
 
    And a lot of the time when she did the draining, it wasn’t in training. It was here, gradually filling up the container that could theoretically hold 178 times more, but what it had in it already was more valuable than a cargo ship packed full of solari from stem to stern. 
 
    Morgan used an anti-grav harness, then attached the crystal to her back and ran out of the vault, triggering it to seal behind her as she headed for the nearest proper lift car that would take her to one of the Opal Ranger’s Tar’vem’jic batteries, for it was about to get a huge, one-time upgrade.  
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    The Tar’vem’jic itself was massive, more than a mile long and half a mile thick in its core alone. Morgan had to work her way through a lot of corridors not designed for straight line movement before she got to the outer shell of the reaction chamber. There was no door to get inside it, for it wasn’t somewhere you wanted to be when it turned on, but her ship had been built to accommodate Magicite, so there was an injection port waiting further to the left where the trailblazer set down the ruby red crystal matrix and tipped it over with the narrow end pointing towards the port. 
 
    She tossed aside the anti-grav pads and lifted the whole thing up on muscle alone, ramming it hard into the port so that it would accept it, then the crystal began to melt around the rim and fuse solid with the firing chamber…but that wasn’t going to do it. Morgan was going to have to manually fire this thing, because it required her Essence trigger to open, and that couldn’t be manufactured into technology, at least not as far as Star Force had learned to date. 
 
    “Cap, I’m ready,” she said through her armor’s comm, though it was currently retracted into two arm gauntlets. “Pick your spot and make it count. You’re only getting one shot.” 
 
    “I know,” the Xorell Captain said with his race’s telltale warble voice. “Do you want a full armor hit or should I try to get one of the dents enlarged?” 
 
    “Go for a dent, but the Lurker might get crazy when I start to use Essence, so be ready to hit a moving target. I don’t want this wasted.” 
 
    “Understood. We’re moving into position now at extreme range and we’re currently aligned for a shot. Activate it at your convenience, unless you want us to get closer?” 
 
    “This should enhance the range, just make sure you can follow the target once you shoot. And I need you to get a beam lock before I engage. Do so now.” 
 
    “Firing,” Captain Andor said, with the reaction chamber two feet ahead of Morgan suddenly getting dangerously hot. She could feel the heat coming off it as she instinctively kicked in her Rensiek to shield her face and other exposed skin as the weapon mixed its exotic cocktail and shot it out at the Lurker continuously. Morgan snuck a peak through the battlemap, seeing it hit the Lurker from range as the swarm of drones moved aside just enough to let the beam pass, as there were other Tar’vem’jic shots from different ships risking themselves to help distract away from Morgan’s prime shot. 
 
    The Lurker just shrugged them off, suffering the armor damage as it continued to suck up minions from below and tear through drones above that were far closer and more annoying than the few larger Tar’vem’jic stings. They had its attention right now, or maybe the minion harvesting did, but it was racking up a huge killcount of the closer enemies despite the outer layers of armor they had been removing with millions upon millions of tiny stings. Already it had destroyed 3.6 million drones, and at the rate it was going it would destroy the rest before they got through its outer armor layer…assuming it was of similar thickness to that of the regular Hadarak. 
 
    The Tar’vem’jic from the Opal Ranger wasn’t the only one firing constantly. The others were as well, taking advantage of the Lurker’s lack of movement with each hitting different ‘dents,’ but since the drones were coming to it, there wasn’t a need to break away from harvesting to return fire. Its disruption attacks were increasing as it took out drones in single shots and turned the harvesting area around it into a quickly growing cloud following the battlefield as the minions were actually moving into harvesting range to increase efficiency until they realized that they were going to be killed, then they tried to flee with no hope of getting away. 
 
    “Please just sit there,” Morgan said as she focused and summoned up her own Essence Rush. The energy inside her began to swirl, with her pushing it beyond her body and into the air like a pair of invisible hands. The Lurker sensed it, even from this far away, and stopped harvesting as it headed up towards her ship even as the Tar’vem’jic continued to fire and Andor reversed course, staying ahead of the Lurker as it accelerated hard up through the atmosphere to catch up. 
 
    Morgan took one last breath, then shoved her Essence into the Magicite and took control of the mechanism at the end, which altered the Essence stored inside into the proper technique to enhance the beam…then she began pouring it into the reaction chamber and the heat level jumped so much her clothing caught on fire, but she ignored it. She kept her Rensiek up and let her clothing just burn off her body as her skin remained safe. The Essence stored up wouldn’t release all at once, not with this weapon, so she had to keep finessing it, for she was the one powering the alteration ‘valve’ and if she stopped it would just dump into the machinery and probably cause it to explode inside the ship…or it might freeze it all out. She didn’t know and didn’t want to find out, so she had to stay put and make sure the Essence coming out remained a beam enhancer and not anything else. 
 
    She didn’t have much focus left to monitor the battlemap, but as the seconds went by she noticed a shift in the target and the ship…then suddenly the Magicite was empty and there was nothing left for her to do other than put out the burning scraps of clothing hanging off her body. 
 
    Her gauntlets were undamaged from the heat, though they were too warm for her to release her Rensiek and not get burned by them. Morgan walked away from the reaction chamber wall as it began to cool back down to ‘normal’ level as the Opal Ranger continued to fire from it, perhaps not realizing that Morgan’s enhancement had run its course. 
 
    “I’m empty,” she told Captain Andor, then suddenly there was a lurch in the ship that threw her into the sidewall. Her head hit, nearly blacking her out, then her armored deployed over her body and the regenerator inside it quickly cleared the fog from her concussed head as the ship shook again. 
 
    She caught a glimpse of the battlemap and realized the Lurker had rammed them right through their dampening shields, rotated around inside the ship and was in the process of slicing off a piece of it, then it had been broken free by a quick emergency jump out into the system at a speed it couldn’t match.  
 
    That had torn the ship even further apart, but not the section that Morgan was in. The sensors blurred with the microjump, then she belatedly realized that the Lurker had a hole in it. She double checked the past few moments of battle, and confirmed that the Tar’vem’jic hit had burned through the armor and into…no wait, not into it, right through it and out the other side! 
 
    Morgan glanced over at the Magicite container that was still attached to the side of the reaction chamber like a tick. “Looks like Yeg’gor can’t stand up to some badass mojo. I take back everything I said about you,” she told the device as she stood up and tried to get updates on the Lurker’s position, but they were accelerating away from the battle at nearly interstellar jump speed heading nowhere and the Captain was now trying to slow them before they ended up lost in space too far from a star to slow down again. 
 
    That meant they were actually traveling faster than the comm signals coming from the rest of the fleet, so it took quite a while to figure out what was going on back there, but eventually Morgan found out halfway back to the vault with her empty Magicite carried on her back without the anti-grav pads that had broken during the jolt. 
 
    The Lurker had tried to come after them, but whatever magic it had used to get the speed necessary to ram them wasn’t up to the task of chasing them that fast…or maybe it didn’t want to get lost in space itself, or didn’t have the necessary strength to accelerate then immediately decelerate. Either way, it had not followed, and rather than engaging the remaining drones it had gone after the other Borg vessels…none of which were in a mood to get caught. Once it figured that out it turned and ran back to the star, diving inside and hiding there, but still very much alive and relatively undamaged except for the one narrow drill hole that Morgan’s ship had just put in it. 
 
    Later she ran into a bulkhead that shouldn’t have been shut, then redirected around the damaged area that seemed to be expanding. That didn’t make any sense until a mass of green goo started to burn through the wall ahead of her. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she said, turning around and running with the Magicite on her back, but the advancement rate was too fast and she had to actually start flying through the corridors to avoid dropping it and running for her life. 
 
    “Active weapon system inside the ship!” she yelled over the comm. “Use internal shields.” 
 
    No response came from the bridge, and Morgan didn’t have time to check on their status as she rounded one corner after another, then had to race to get past another closing bulkhead as the air behind her started to get sucked out into space.  
 
    She didn’t want to leave the Magicite behind, but eventually she had no choice, throwing it backwards in disgust as she shot on ahead and started to gain ground on the corrosive goo that seemed to have a mind of its own.  
 
    When that description ran through her mind it caused an epiphany, with her using her Essence to scan it, at which point she realized it wasn’t just a weapon, it was actually alive! 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she said, turning around and heading back to where she dropped the Magicite. Before she got there the goo did, but she tried attacking it with a variety of psionics and was disappointed when Ikrid didn’t connect to anything. She switched to Essence probes and used it to enhance her psionics, pushing and pulling the goo away from the Magicite with limited effect as it surrounded the container and consumed the nearby walls with rapid pace. 
 
    What effect she was having was overwhelmed by the mass of goo, and she realized with a depth gage that it wasn’t diminishing like acid would, it was actually enlarging as it went, feeding on the ship and making more of itself. How that was happening she didn’t understand, but if she stood here and let it get around her she was going to be consumed as well. 
 
    Morgan took off again, flying through the corridors and having to override some bulkhead doors, eventually gaining enough distance that she was able to hop into a lift shaft and let it carry her far away from the infection her ship was suffering. A few miles further and her connection to the internal comms came back on, along with the battlemap data, and she saw part of the infection had already reached the bridge…but Andor and the others were on the move through the ship, and Morgan needed to figure out how to deal with this before… 
 
    “Morgan, requesting permission to shoot your ship,” Greg’s voice suddenly broke through into her helmet as the Linebacker decelerated next to the heavily damaged Opal Ranger. 
 
    “It’s alive and growing,” Morgan warned him. “Miss my crew, but burn it the hell out.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” Greg said as she began to feel tremors through her ship and she could see the impact points on the battlemap. Greg was shooting not at the goo, but into intact portions of the ship and cutting out sections to contain the spread, much like old school firefighters did by cutting down trees or setting small fires of their own to stop the advance of a much larger wildfire. “Left you a little present, did he?” 
 
    “I don’t want it. How well did the Magicite do?” 
 
    “Beautifully…right up to the last few seconds. Then it was able to thin the incoming beam somewhat. Looked to me like some sort of Essence shield, but I wasn’t close enough to tell for sure and I’m guessing based on sensors that couldn’t see it. I think you caught it off guard when you drilled a hole straight through it.” 
 
    “What happened to the beam?” Morgan asked, still getting further and further away from the infested areas. 
 
    “The outer edges, and I’m guessing here, looked like they reverted back to a normal Tar’vem’jic.” 
 
    “Essence countering Essence and nulling out?” 
 
    “Might be, but the core of it passed through. We could see it coming out the other side. Turned the orange beam into a blood red. Did you know that would happen?” 
 
    “It did small scale, so I assumed it would large. I didn’t make any new alteration to it.” 
 
    “Just checking. The beam registered really funny on sensors.” 
 
    “How so? I’ve been a bit busy.” 
 
    “Physics not working like they should. Impact with the Yeg’gor was really odd. We got a reverse stream of material that traveled halfway up the beam before dislodging. I wasn’t sure if that was affecting the color or not.” 
 
    “I didn’t even notice. How’s that goo holding up to weaponsfire?” 
 
    “About like water. Why?” 
 
    “Make sure it doesn’t vaporize and spread across the void.” 
 
    “Ugh. That’d be particularly nasty if it did. You said it’s alive? As in one or a billion?” 
 
    “I can’t find a brain, but my Essence touch said it’s alive.” 
 
    “New type of minion I guess,” Greg said as another huge jolt shook the ship around Morgan.  
 
    “What was that?” she asked as her battlemap went down again, but her comms were barely getting through the interference of all the mass within the ship around her. 
 
    “Sorry, just had to send a piece of your ship on its way. A rather big piece.” 
 
    “How much am I going to have left?” 
 
    “At least half,” Greg said apologetically. “The Lurker took out about a fifth on its own and I’m having to trim down a lot of pieces. You should still be jump capable. Glad we designed these things redundant as hell.” 
 
    “Thank the Borg for the inspiration,” Morgan said as she finally arrived at an appropriately redundant auxiliary bridge where a few crewers had already arrived, but most were still enroute or headed to other areas of the ship. When she entered her battlemap suddenly came back on, but that was only because of a short range transmitter within the bridge itself. Everything else were ‘land lines’ imbedded deep within the ship’s architecture that didn’t have to transmit through bulkheads. 
 
    Morgan snapped her fingers theatrically and rerouted Greg’s comm to a hologram pedestal, with her brother’s image popping up beside the stool-like chair she slid into. Her hands went to widely spaced squashed orbs, giving her a direct mental link to the ship’s systems as her armor retracted back down into its normal stylish gold/white Star Force gauntlets on her otherwise nude body.  
 
    “Back in the saddle,” she told him as she rapidly began surveying the damage in detail. “This stuff is hungry as hell.” 
 
    “It’s sending runners out faster than it can digest everything,” Greg said, already several steps ahead of her. “So it looks faster than it is. Actual digestion rate is about 1.4 meters per second through the denser stuff and up to about 3 for the lighter materials.” 
 
    “That’s still damn fast. Did you see how it emitted it?” 
 
    “That’s in your ship’s records, and I’m not seeing any hints. It was inside the sensor blind spot and there were no surrounding ships to look in the hole it tore, so I don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose this is the thing’s blood we spilled?” 
 
    “That would be creepy as hell if it’s alive. Got any other theories?” Greg asked. 
 
    “I didn’t see any pores on the Lurker, so unless they’re hidden or Yeg’gor can do something we don’t know about, best guess is the hole in it.” 
 
    “Vengeance weaponry?” 
 
    “Might be,” she said, referencing some other races that developed technology that only activated once a ship or vehicle was disabled or destroyed. Some were self-destructs, but others had gotten a lot more intricate…much like Kara’s jewel had when she tried to take it off. “Let’s assume this stuff can jump and keep your distance.” 
 
    “Move back a little if you can and let the junk drift away.” 
 
    “Done,” Morgan said with a thought directed to the still intact gravity drives, of which she had 68% undamaged and another 14% that were partially operational and currently shut down. She didn’t want one of them exploding when she sent power to it, so those would have to wait until repair crews ascertained if they were salvageable or not.  
 
    “Give me another ten minutes and I’ll have it off you,” Greg said as he continued to shoot Tar’vem’jic and other cutting beam weapons into her unshielded hull, slicing up the Borg vessel like it was a birthday cake and letting momentum carry the infected pieces away from the rest. “What do you want to do with keychain down there?” 
 
    “Keychain?” 
 
    “Look at where the hole you punched went.” 
 
    Morgan brought up a schematic of the arrowhead-shaped Lurker and saw that the hole was in the forward section on the left side, almost near the rim. Which was exactly the position a keychain ring would go. 
 
    “Aptly named,” she agreed. “We’re burning too many drones and it isn’t even dead yet. We can’t contend this much further.” 
 
    “I want to know how much Essence it has left. It felt low to me, but until it stops shooting the drones we won’t know for sure.” 
 
    “It did stop, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It came after the Borgs, couldn’t catch us, then bugged out. Not sure if that meant it was empty or it didn’t want to wait around for one of us to skewer it again. It can’t know that we don’t have more Magicite aboard.” 
 
    “Just don’t let it come into contact with the minions.” 
 
    “We’re finishing them up and daring it to come back out to stop us. I don’t think it will.” 
 
    “We know one thing for sure,” Morgan said as she watched the progress in removing the devouring goo from the remains of her ship. “It has way too much Essence to use. There’s no way we can produce enough to match, and I don’t see how we can defend the Ysalamir even if we have Magicite with us. It will just ram them if it gets close enough if our dampeners are being countered.” 
 
    “It can’t with an Essence user onboard watching and full engine power, and even then it can’t get very close before our star tracking programs sense an anomaly. It would have to ambush us near cover, and I don’t think that’s its MO. I think its cloak is good enough to get by everyone else.” 
 
    “It probably is. Until we figure this out, we have to issue run on sight orders.” 
 
    “Agreed. And the Zak’de’ron are asking what kind of weapon you used.” 
 
    “Ha, I bet they are. Not many of them left, are there?” her voice asked, dipping into regret. 
 
    “They weren’t shy about the combat. The V’kit’no’sat held off better, but there’s not much they could do without more candlesticks and they lost all but two before you arrived. The Zak’de’ron troops just died to get almost no results.” 
 
    “They got data, and beyond that they probably don’t care. A weapon that causes heart attacks to all your crew is damn effective without the regenerators. Now they know to avoid it or equip their entire crew with the Kich’a’kat.” 
 
    “And they will,” Morgan said darkly. “Then they’ll send them in to die a bit slower.” 
 
    “The Viks will too unless we give them another path. I’m surprised they stood down like they did here. They don’t like being useless.” 
 
    “They burned the minions, so not entirely useless, but I understand. I think seeing the Zak’de’ron do exactly what they would have encouraged them to do the opposite. But yeah, we need some options to give them. And it’s not like we have Magicite to just pass around. And even if we did, I’ll bet there are more Lurkers waiting to come out after this one reports back. This war just became a whole lot more unwinnable. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Paul wanted us to poke it with a stick, and we did. Now let’s hope The Admiral can figure out something we’re missing.” 
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    “What was the weapon she used?” the Zak’de’ron asked Jason. 
 
    “A very expensive one,” he said, looking out at the star where the Lurker had taken refuge through an observation ‘window’ large enough to fly a dropship through. He stood next to the huge blue dragon, who had its wings tucked and looked a lot like a spikey Oso’lon if you didn’t know better. “It’s an Essence weapon. We refer to them as ‘Materia’ and have learned we get the biggest effect when modifying an existing weapon. The Lurker obviously did not, and used its Essence to directly attack us, but it has a lot more to use given that body size. We have to store up little bits over time, and the one Morgan used took thousands of years to save up. It was a one shot.” 
 
    “A valuable one,” Nil’horn commented. “And your personal Essence is limited to your body size?” 
 
    “Your default level is. With training it can be increased, but a Hadarak with Essence is capable of producing levels we will never touch. We can’t fight them Essence to Essence. We can’t produce it fast enough, and I think they can harvest it from others, which makes their minion armies even more problematic.” 
 
    “They sacrifice them to recharge quicker?” 
 
    “I think that’s what was happening on the surface, but the technique is not known to us.” 
 
    “Nor would you use it.” 
 
    “Would you?” Jason challenged. 
 
    “If sacrificing low level troops gave us a weapon that could do more good than their conventional deaths, why would we not?” 
 
    “Because death is not the ultimate defeat. How you die matters.” 
 
    “And that is one reason you will not give us Essence?” 
 
    “One of many,” Jason admitted. “But you can always attain it on your own, as we did.” 
 
    “It is not for lack of trying. We simply do not know what it is we are attempting to obtain.” 
 
    “Find a crack and explore it. That’s what we did.” 
 
    “You could reduce our learning curve greatly, and once we obtain Essence our larger size would charge your material much faster.” 
 
    “Do you really think I haven’t considered that?” Jason said, looking away from the star and staring up at Nil’horn’s angular face. “I wish we could trust you, but I know we can’t. You seek dominance, and as soon as we are no longer useful you would betray us so you could reign supreme.” 
 
    “At the moment that is of little concern. Can you take Essence from another without killing them?” 
 
    “We can give it. In theory you could take some, but we…” 
 
    “…do not know, nor would ever use such a technique.”  
 
    “When are you going to admit that we’re superior to you, in methodology at least, and try to emulate us rather than continually insisting that we are naïve?” 
 
    “I try to understand, but I see you throwing away valuable alternatives. Though after today, I cannot and will not deny your compartmentalized superiority.” 
 
    “And you fear it,” Jason noted. 
 
    “Our entire race was reduced to one survivor,” Nil’horn reminded the Archon. “Are we not wise to be cautious?” 
 
    “Wiping out all your competition is not what I would call acceptable cautiousness. And the V’kit’no’sat are what you made them to be, though Mak’to’ran at least is finally shedding his shackles and seeking another path. A better path. I worry less about the V’kit’no’sat than I do the Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “And yet we have not made war against you.” 
 
    “Kara would disagree with that.” 
 
    “I was not responsible for that decision. Why do you hold all of us in suspicion for it?” 
 
    “Based on what you taught the V’kit’no’sat, you’re not big on individual thinking. You act, live, and breathe as a unit, and what tendencies one has the others will as well. Those that do not, I imagine you alter or eliminate them. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “You exaggerate greatly. We do not kill our own.” 
 
    “What do you do to them when they do not obey?” 
 
    “In all my life I have never known one that did not. We all work for the common good. Lesser civilizations war against one another. Zak’de’ron do not.” 
 
    “Do you monitor each other’s thoughts?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Therein lies your inferiority.” 
 
    Nil’horn huffed a single puff of fire at that insult. “Explain.” 
 
    “Creativity and inspiration cannot occur when the mind is bound to parameters. Only free thought produces the most efficient research. Thought monitoring diminishes this.” 
 
    “Why would it when there is no threat involved?” 
 
    “A person must be able to contemplate breaking the rules if they are to break the status quo. Defiance is necessary. You are too tightly bound together.” 
 
    “Our unity is necessary. Do you contemplate betraying your kin?” 
 
    “No, but that’s my choice. Nobody is in my head telling me what’s fair game to think and not.” 
 
    “And yet you must constantly police your lesser members. I do not think the tradeoff is worth it.” 
 
    “It gained us Essence where you did not. Do you truly think it is not worth it, or are you refusing to accept our gaining Essence was anything other than a fluke?” 
 
    “After today I will never consider anything you do to be a fluke. You have been hiding yet another breakthrough from us, and I give you immense credit for that, but if you cannot produce enough Essence to fuel a large number of these Materia, then how do you plan to defeat these Lurkers?” 
 
    “Drones,” Jason said simply. “Better drones.” 
 
    “How can we assist?” 
 
    “Build your own so you don’t have to sacrifice personnel in the heaviest of combat.” 
 
    “They were of little use here.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jason asked, letting that thought linger for a moment. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron looked puzzled, then he caught the gist of what Jason was referring to. 
 
    “You believe the Lurker is now low on Essence? How long does it take to recover one’s full amount?” 
 
    “For me, weeks if I push it close to the danger line. My recharge rate varies and has also improved somewhat, but it’s fairly stubborn within a loose range and based off my total capacity. I have a suspicion that theirs might be considerably longer, though that’s little more than a wild guess.” 
 
    “Why would it differ?” 
 
    “I do not know. It’s just a feeling.” 
 
    “Something you sensed in this one?” 
 
    “No. Just the nature of their movement. This one can accelerate far beyond its natural ability, similar to how we upgraded the Tar’vem’jic. If it could fully recover within weeks, the coast phase of interstellar travel would replenish them enough to indefinitely use it to travel at our speeds.” 
 
    “Do you require sustenance to recharge your Essence?” 
 
    “No, but the more distress the body is under, the more Essence is required to keep the Core attached to it. That is why some individuals die from extreme situations and a Kich’a’kat cannot revive them. You programmed them not to activate when this occurs. Were you unaware of what was happening?” 
 
    “We did not know of Essence, but we knew the interaction between Core and body required more than physical components regrown. Once a certain connectivity was lost, the body became an empty shell even if it did breathe. When that connectivity was no longer present, there was no point in wasting time repairing the empty body, so the Kich’a’kat were programmed to test for connectivity and only activate when it was minimally present.” 
 
    “That connectivity is Essence, and it allows the bridge from body to Core. No Essence, no bridge. No Core, and the Essence doesn’t linger long. It simply disappears. We have to be tricky to store it when we make Materia.” 
 
    “How many more do you possess?” 
 
    “Not near enough if there is more than one Lurker.” 
 
    “You need our assistance, and that of the V’kit’no’sat, to fill them faster. Can you learn this draining technique and siphon some Essence from us without us being given the knowledge?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do it, and I’m not going to kill people experimenting to figure it out.” 
 
    “You have never tried to learn it?” 
 
    “We are working to develop new techniques, but we have lost people by pushing too far too fast. We have learned to nibble with anything new in Essence, and we are not able to tell how close to a breakthrough we are until we get there.” 
 
    “What if we supplied volunteers who would be willing to risk death to give you faster results?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And that is where I fail to understand your methods. If the individuals choose the risk, why deny them the choice?” 
 
    “Are you volunteering yourself, or others?” 
 
    “If I volunteered myself, would that matter?” 
 
    Jason raised his hand out to horizontal position. “If you choose to, make physical contact.” 
 
    Nil’horn visibly hesitated, then to his credit he carried through and moved his leg over close enough to Jason that he could move the final inches and make contact skin to scales.  
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Jason warned. “If you want me to stop, telepathically say so. Do not strike me.” 
 
    “Proceed,” the Zak’de’ron said between gritted teeth…then he felt something horrible stab into him. It wasn’t in his body, and yet it was, turning him inside out and devouring him chomp after chomp. He had to fight every natural reaction he had to let it continue, but after a few seconds he could take no more. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    The vile snake inside him withdrew, but his insides felt damaged beyond repair. His toe rings that contained his armor could not activate to heal him, for they could not detect any damage. He mentally reset them and tried again, but there was nothing visibly there interfering with his body, though many of his normal stats were in danger levels. His body was reacting as if it had been injured and stressed, but no physical damage could be found anywhere. 
 
    “Do you understand now?” Jason asked, part challenge/part sympathy as he could feel the pain rolling off the Zak’de’ron who was not fully containing his telepathy. 
 
    Nil’horn stepped away from him, then began to spasm on the deck, crashing down so hard it made small earthquakes before he eventually puked, then thrashed some more before finally growing still. He wasn’t dead, but his Essence was finally starting to reassert itself over his body as he fought for some kind of control over the invisible damage done to him. 
 
    “That is why we cannot accept volunteers,” Jason finally said into the silence, for they were the only two on the deck at the moment. “We will not do that to anyone who cannot fight back, who cannot control their own Essence. So the only experimentation we can do is with each other, in very small amounts. And even then it stresses us incredibly. What occurred to you is actual damage, and even if you suggest it is worth the price, it is not. We will not become monsters in order to defeat monsters. If you cannot understand that in this moment, when it has occurred to you, then you probably never will.” 
 
    Why me? he finally asked, still laying flat on the ground and not so much as twitching. 
 
    “I am not squeamish, as you believe. I respect all life, no matter how small or insignificant. And no one can choose what you just experienced without first experiencing it. That is why we will not take volunteers. And even if you volunteer again, which I think you won’t, I won’t accept. What I was doing was so crude I was literally tearing you apart as I did it. I will not do that to someone outside of combat, and not even then if I have an alternative. In your case, Star Force and the Zak’de’ron are going to war someday, and we both know it. The only way we can avoid that is by falling to the Hadarak first, or by you learning. And if attacking you now will give you some badly needed experience that will spare others in the future, then under those conditions I chose to accept your volunteering…barely. My gut said no, even under those situations, and I overrode it. We’ll see if I was correct or not in time.” 
 
    Jason crinkled his nose at the smell of the not so small puddle of puke creeping its way across the floor. He used his gauntlets and signaled a nearby cleaning drone to take care of it, with the small half sphere popping out of one of the walls high up and floating down to the floor where it ignored the gigantic dragon laying there and floated over to the pool of puke and began sucking it up with an energy beam while simultaneously sterilizing the floor beneath. 
 
    “I suggest you stay right where you are. Moving will only make it worse,” Jason advised as he turned and walked away. “It will take time to heal. Don’t rush it.” 
 
    Nil’horn didn’t respond, laying there and staring straight ahead as tears of pain rolled down his face and started to puddle on the floor. When the drone finished cleaning up the puke, it rolled over to his giant head and began sucking up the tears…then a tiny burst of Jumat hit it and sent it tumbling across the floor to where it finally stopped, with its dome now crushed and its internal systems destroyed enough that the dragon’s puke began to seep back out the cracks and reform the puddle on the floor around the dead machine.  
 
    Nil’horn didn’t move a muscle for the next two hours, lying on the floor alone as he came to grips with the new reality of the galaxy…and how the Zak’de’ron were totally unprepared to face it.  
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    March 31, 128532 
 
    System 7112934 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 entered stellar orbit in the face of evacuating ships, avoiding collisions as they jumped out thanks only to the limited range signals both sides sent up the jumpline just prior to a jump. The Excalibur emerged with only half a drone load trailing behind it as a mix of Star Force and V’kit’no’sat ships were gathered, waiting to jump out. Ace-095’s Borg vessel was here, waiting at the end of the line, and before Paul could make contact his holo popped up in front of him in the command nexus he used when not plugged into his astromech. 
 
    “We’re bugging out, Paul. Don’t try to fight the bastard. It’s got Essence weapons and it’s pissed right now.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Paul asked, pulling battlemap data from the other ships and not seeing it anywhere on active sensors. 
 
    “We left it on the other side. It came out of the star and did some poking at our drones. We left them there to distract it, and all three fleets are pulling out. We don’t have anything left that can hurt it.” 
 
    “What can it do?” 
 
    “Plenty. You’ll see when you get through the records. It’s got Essence weapons, and a huge body to charge them. We have to withdraw…now.” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Don’t poke it, Paul. We already did.” 
 
    “I can see that,” he said, mentally working through the records that Ace’s ship was sending him with notations attached. “Standard Yeg’gor?” 
 
    “A little thinner, but the same stuff. We don’t know what it released into Morgan’s ship, but it consumed all the matter it touched like a bacteria colony. It’s still floating out there, and I’ve got a small sample quarantined on my ship.” 
 
    “What the hell is this thing?” Paul said, half to Ace and half to himself as he reviewed the data at lightning speed.  
 
    “It makes the Hadarak look like pushovers. Looks like the Ysalamiri really kicked the bee hive.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “The Zak’de’ron were here?” 
 
    “They bugged out on a different jumpline. They didn’t have many ships left. The Viks actually showed some sense and held back, and we’re heading the same way unless the Lurker comes knocking. It’s damn fast when it wants to be.” 
 
    “Morgan actually used it?” Paul said in astonishment. 
 
    “Yeah, and it worked like a charm. Do you have one?” 
 
    “I’ve got a tiny one, not a Materia, just a collect orb. Unless there’s only one Lurker, we’re going to have to figure out a different way to take them down. Why’d she shoot it in the arm?” 
 
    “Weakest point in the armor. We didn’t know how effective it’d be. In retrospect, should have gone for a brain shot…though we’re not totally sure where that is in this one.” 
 
    “Point,” Paul agreed. “You wasted a lot of drones.” 
 
    “We were trying to get it low. Hopefully that was why it retreated and stayed down so long.” 
 
    “We still have a maneuvering advantage.” 
 
    “If we keep our distance. It’s too good of a jumper at short range to completely block. We need more powerful dampeners if we want to get up close, and it might be doing something with Essence to partially slip through anyway. That’s still up for debate right now, but the dampeners still have some effect, just not enough.” 
 
    “That’s easy to build,” Paul said, his mind working to review everything quickly, but most of his thoughts were spinning off into ways to counter this new threat. “This is workable.” 
 
    Ace’s hologram raised both eyebrows. “Please share.” 
 
    “Working on it. You got a lot of parameters lined up. He’s not so scary now.” 
 
    “Really? We’re all running for a reason.” 
 
    “You’re not me,” Paul said flatly. “Relax, I’m not going kamikaze, but I think I know what this is now.” 
 
    “A super Hadarak, what else beyond that?” 
 
    “It’s their weapon system. The Hadarak are the batteries. And there are no Hadarak in this system right now.” 
 
    Ace flinched, then his whole body went rigid. “Holy power cell, Batman.”  
 
    “Exactly. But it’s playing assassin right now and doesn’t have them. If we keep it separate, we can kill them.” 
 
    “We don’t have that many charged Materia. There could be hundreds of these bastards coming.” 
 
    “Not Materia. We can’t rely on those. We have to use Ysalamir.” 
 
    “We can’t line up a shot…unless we build catching ships.” 
 
    “Dampeners galore,” Paul added, still reviewing data. “But that won’t last long with that disintegrator. We might get a shot off, but the big Ysalamir will only work on the Hadarak. Not the Lurkers.” 
 
    “So…oh shit, I get it. Legion.” 
 
    “Legion with a kamikaze application. We need them to ram the Lurker before the Lurker can disintegrate them.” 
 
    “That’s not what they’re working on now. Not last I checked.” 
 
    “They’re going to. This thing is going to be running from us soon, not the other way around.” 
 
    “The hunter becomes the hunted. I’m down with that until it cozies up to a Hadarak and starts sucking Essence like milk.” 
 
    “Then it can only move at the speed of the Hadarak…unless it can carry one with it, which I doubt.” 
 
    “Even if it did you can’t ignore the extra mass,” Ace added. “I’m so glad you’re on our side.” 
 
    “Riona took the hit for us, and now we’re going to adapt and kick ass. Once we start mass producing Ysalamir this galaxy is going to be ours, not the Hadarak’s. And these Lurkers are not going to change that.” 
 
    “We still don’t know how many Essence skills they have.” 
 
    “We know some, and their speed is the biggest factor. So long as we’re faster, we have the advantage,” he said as Ace’s ship was getting close to being the last ship yet to jump. “You get going. I’m going to have a look at that goo before I leave.” 
 
    “Paul…” 
 
    “I’m not going to attack the Lurker,” he said flatly.  
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Ace said, with his hologram pointing a finger at him, then it shut down and a few minutes later the last of the Star Force and V’kit’no’sat ships left the system with Ace bringing up the rear. 
 
    Paul sighed, still not seeing the Lurker on sensors, and accelerated his ship into a fast, low orbit around the star. The great glowing orb appeared to rotate slowly as he did, then eventually he started picking up battlemap signals from the drones left behind who were still fighting the Lurker. There weren’t many left, but Paul signaled them to break off their attacks and scatter. He watched to see how the Lurker would respond, with it chasing after one briefly, then it broke off as the drone accelerated faster than it could, making an emergency microjump further out into the system. 
 
    A bit later Paul’s ship rounded the horizon of the star and he could finally see the Lurker without bouncing signals back and forth from the drones. He could see it, and it could see him. It chose to hold position rather than come at him, and he slowed the Excalibur to an orbital stop 12 times maximum Tar’vem’jic range and stared it down. 
 
    It probably was wondering if he had a weapon like Morgan used, and if he got closer it might attack or it might run, but he wasn’t going to. He was just going to sit here and watch while the drones took a long loop around and back to his ship, with one breaking off to do a close flyby of the goo orb that used to be part of Morgan’s ship.  
 
    “You heal fast,” Paul said, seeing that the hole that had been punched clean through the Lurker was now obscured by internal matter. It wasn’t very thick, and according to the battle data the drones were providing him there was still a massive hole on either side, but the centermost portion had closed in on itself and was healing outwards. 
 
    “I wonder how much Essence charge you’ve got. Can’t be full, but you’ve got enough to fight the drones, and you wouldn’t have come out unless you had some reserves. How far can you go before you start to get lightheaded?” he wondered.  
 
    Paul flared his own Essence, not much, but enough that the Lurker could see it. He expected it to chase him so he’d have a chance to test the Excalibur’s speed against it, but instead the Lurker turned and accelerated in the blink of an eye back down towards the star so fast it was almost comical. 
 
    But Paul wasn’t laughing. This Lurker wasn’t your standard Hadarak. It was clever, and it wasn’t running out of fear. It must still be drained to the point where attacking his ship would leave it vulnerable. Without its Essence abilities, all it had was ramming and its grapple field. It didn’t even have tentacles like the Hadarak did. That meant when it had expended its Essence reserves it had to retreat or refuel. 
 
    And with Paul showing an Essence Rush onboard his ship, it was logical for it to assume that the Excalibur had another Materia onboard. It had no way to know he was bluffing, at least not yet. Maybe in the future it could feel the contained Essence, maybe not, but right now it was running and running fast towards the star as it hit the uppermost atmosphere and began to glow around the edges from the friction as it wasted no time in getting into cover. 
 
    It was hard to believe it could move that fast, but Paul could see the Essence rush himself. Like a halo of fire around it, even at this range, that overlayed on his vision. He wasn’t doing that on purpose, but that’s the way it manifested until he closed his eyes…at which point it was still there glowing with a light only his Core could see. At least that was the theory. So far Star Force hadn’t been able to create an Essence detector or discover how the Archons could ‘feel’ it, let alone explain how it got linked to their sight, but it was here, as inexplicable as it might be. It was here, and the Lurker could use it as well. And it probably had a few million years more experience with it than Paul had. 
 
    He held position and let the drones come to him, save for the one at the goo orb that stood some 62 miles wide. Gravity wasn’t holding it that tightly together, so it had to be a cloying function of its own. The drone got within 120 miles of it, scanning intensely and giving Paul some more data on whatever it was, when suddenly a tendril of it shot out, almost in slow mo, towards the drone. 
 
    Paul backed it off far faster than the tendril could move 120 miles, but it was still traveling multiple miles per second and stretched out more than 430 before it eventually stopped accelerating and began to pull back just as fast. 
 
    The Excalibur leapt from its orbital parking position and flew out to it, keeping out of range but getting close enough for Paul to use his Ikrid with a range boost, thanks to his Essence, and sought out the living being inside the goo that Morgan had reported. And just as she said, there was someone there. The goo was alive. But it wasn’t a single person, rather it was a colony of people, and all recently born. 
 
    Paul had seen many people born, and a fewer amount die, since his elevation to Neo rank, and every time someone was born there was an Essence residue left on them. For Humans it occurred early in the womb and lingered for months, as if the Core wasn’t transported instantaneously, but in a process. During death it disappeared in a snap, but the road in was more complicated in the extreme…and this goo was all showing the telltale residue that made it sparkle in his Essence vision. It wasn’t an Essence Rush, but it was something similar on a very low power level. Whatever this thing was, it hadn’t been born on the Lurker. It had been born as it ate away her ship and gained more mass, meaning most of these people he was feeling had come into existence after the attack. 
 
    Ace’s notes said the sample he’d taken was not active. No person was inside it, so maybe there was a mass issue before one would be ‘born.’ However it worked, this goo was like a minefield. Anything slow enough and close enough it would literally leap to, using its central mass as a platform, then the people in the tendril would attach, feed, and reproduce more.  
 
    Paul snapped his fingers. That was it. This Lurker didn’t have minions to collect resources for it, not in the traditional fashion. But if it set down on a planet and released the goo, it would eat into the planet’s crust rapidly, seeking out the various nuggets of value, digest them, then possibly return to the Lurker to be devoured themselves? Perhaps, or perhaps they’d just send the refined materials back through their gelatinous mass. Could this thing eat an entire planet? 
 
    Paul analyzed what he could without touching the material, compared Ace’s limited notes on it, then began to realize it wasn’t the omnivore he’d assumed. There were a lot of specific molecules in it, stuff that couldn’t be made out of rock and water alone. But it could digest the rock and water, and if given enough of the other materials, in theory it could consume and become a planet in and of itself… 
 
    “Talk about terraforming,” he said, realizing the horror list of what the Hadarak were capable of kept getting longer and longer. Maybe the gravitational crunching would put a stop to it, but he was pretty sure this goo could consume the outer layers of a planet. The crust for sure. And even if it didn’t have enough material to reproduce a lot, Paul was reading a fair amount of ‘fat’ in the material, and by that he meant compounds locked in a gelatinous state that didn’t appear to be part of the lifeforms. 
 
    “Ships taste good, don’t they?” he asked the creature colony, using his telepathy to try and establish some rudimentary communication, but all he got in response was similar to minion minds. Very compartmentalized and focused forward with blinders that limited creativity and curiosity. That made them reliable to a fault, but give them contact beyond their expected methods and they… 
 
    Paul shifted his focus and tried to order the goo to change shape…and right on cue, it began to bulge out a bit and tuck in here and there, working its way towards a cube. 
 
    “Ha,” he said, pumping a fist. “How’s that for hacking?”  
 
    He tried sending a movement order, but nothing happened, and that wasn’t surprising. It didn’t have gravity drives, and the ability to form arms and legs in the space didn’t mean a damn thing if you couldn’t lock onto something for leverage. So he tried to get information from it instead, quickly realizing with horror that it was eating itself to death. Those ‘fat’ reserves was all it had to live on unless it found something else to consume, and in the coldness of space it was having to burn a lot of energy just to keep from freezing solid.  
 
    So yet again, the Hadarak had living weapons they considered to be disposable, but this was even worse than the regular minions. Minion goo would literally only live a few days past its birth if it didn’t have any more material to consume. It was a fire and forget weapon, or would the Lurker be back to pick it up and store it for later? To that end, how did it plant the seed in Morgan’s ship anyway? 
 
    No internal sensors had seen it happen, and no external sensors could see inside once it rammed the Borg vessel, so whatever had happened occurred in the literal and figurative ‘dark’ without any witnesses. How and where it could come through the Yeg’gor, Paul didn’t know, but without the ability to navigate it wouldn’t be able to touch ships with shields unless the Lurker took them down first. That was how Ace was containing his sample, inside a shield matrix that didn’t let it touch any matter, and ramming a ship was a good way of getting past the shields. 
 
    But it was the planetary applications that scared Paul. Hadarak had been known to destroy them, but in the course of feeding on the magma layer or searching for inhabitants and letting the minions do the cleanup work after they landed on top of the largest cities. But if Paul was right about this minion goo, if put down on a planet that had sufficient crust material to sustain massive colony growth, it could consume everything on the surface of a planet given time. 
 
    Assassin was a good description for the Lurker, for it seemed it didn’t just apply to single powerful targets like Ysalamir. It seemed it could also assassinate planets, or at least the outer layers of them, if it wanted. The question was how fast… 
 
    Paul got closer to the goo, using his shields as a scoop that stopped the tendrils that shot out towards him, then collected the rest as he gently rammed it, keeping the mass miles ahead of him with a solid energy field separating the two. He extended his IDF around it then made a microjump further out into the system until he came to an asteroid field with an uninhabited rock some 170 miles wide…onto which he sent the goo flying, with it reaching out and grabbing hold of the rock even before its central mass would have hit. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see how fast you eat,” Paul said, deploying some of his drones into a grid around the entire asteroid to get maximum sensor penetration while he kept an eye on the star just in case the Lurker came back out to play. “And please don’t be as fast as I think you might be...” 
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