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    February 18, 128535 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom, Star Force Capitol) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Vochem was walking on his four, hairy, spider-like legs with his robes draping down to almost touch the ground through the gaps between them as the Knight of Quenar strolled across the surface of the city of Atlantis. He did so daily, getting a taste of the planet’s native air and feeling the intense sunlight on his wolf-like fur. There were many places in Atlantis that the Ambassador was not allowed to go, and he respected those boundaries, but where he could go he roamed, speaking to random people and gathering information whenever he could. 
 
    He had very little in the way of duties here other than to be a mouthpiece for the Knights of Quenar, and that position had sporadic activity, leaving him with ample amounts of time to fill beyond training, which he often partook with members of Star Force. The rest of the time he preferred to walk and roam rather than sit confined to a room, and the surface of Atlantis was one of those places that was oddly sparse in population. 
 
    Most of the city was inside the massive construct that sat poking out of the planet’s largest ocean, with a few buildings rising up higher with actual windows that the denizens could see out of…which was a rarity in Star Force. In space, windows were dangerous as a weak point against the sucking void, but on a habitable planet they didn’t have that worry. Star Force cities rarely had windows, for if they came under attack they would provide weak points. Vochem considered that nothing more than paranoia, but that was how Star Force built, making the surface of Atlantis a rarity that he continually pondered the reason for. 
 
    Was it because they felt the capitol city on their capitol planet in their capitol system was untouchable? He didn’t think so. Atlantis was the most heavily armored and shielded structure within Star Force that he knew of, when you counted the planetary defenses along with what the city also sported. No, he felt it was something else…perhaps a critical insight into how the Director thought, for this city had been designed as his home more than the center of the Star Force empire. 
 
    In truth Star Force was decentralized, with the term ‘capitol’ being more symbolic than functional, but this was the planet on which they had begun their expansion across the stars, and even after losing it to the V’kit’no’sat the Director had chosen to return and rebuild the entire planet back to what it had once been. Earth was special for the Director, yet Vochem didn’t fully understand why, and perhaps that specialness involved his wish to view it directly rather than through video relays.  
 
    The Director’s office was in the highest tower on Atlantis, rising well above the rest and ringed with a circular wall of windows that you could see in and out the other side through. It went completely against Star Force building methodology, and every time Vochem walked up here he tried to ascertain why, with today being no exception, but he still couldn’t come to grasp the reason for the inconsistency. Hypocrisy was not the answer, for Star Force was notoriously bound to calibration with reality, so it had to be something else. 
 
    But Vochem would not be figuring out the answer today, for as he walked through the few people out running the surface trails between towers an alarm sounded…with everyone in sight visibly bolting towards the exits down into the interior. 
 
    Vochem didn’t run, and merely kept walking and observing while he waited to be informed by his embassy staff. The message came through about 20 seconds later on a nearly invisible earpiece that was grafted to the interior of his ear where the hair stopped and soft skin appeared deep within the hole.  
 
    “The alarm is a system invasion warning. It is not for Earth.” 
 
    “Someone is attacking?” Vochem asked in disbelief. “What is under attack?” 
 
    “There are ships moving towards Mars. They are known to us.” 
 
    That meant he didn’t want to say it over transmission, for if Star Force intercepted it they might be able to decode it, but if something was happening here he needed to know and he was far from the embassy chambers that had been confirmed to be clear of surveillance equipment.  
 
    “Speak it now.” 
 
    “There is a mixed fleet of Vargemma here, Vochem.” 
 
    The Knight of Quenar Ambassador stopped walking, with the hair across his head and down his back standing up as his flesh puckered. “Have we been told of this?” 
 
    “No. They have offered no transmission. Do you wish us to try and contact them?” 
 
    “Immediately,” he demanded, then as he waited to get a response a small rumble was felt through the city, with him spinning around to look as Davis’s tower began to retract down inside the city…then his attention was down below him as a Jenshar effect caught his attention. It took a moment for him to realize it wasn’t below the surface, but rather on the other side of the planet and all the way out to Mars. 
 
    His senses weren’t that attuned, but even at this range he could sense a Sha’mesh forming…and that meant combat. But what was on Mars that they wanted? There were nothing… 
 
    Vochem’s eyes glanced back to the tower as the last bit of it disappeared down into the city, but the rumbling didn’t stop. It took some time before a large wall began rising up above the nearest fat tower and he belatedly realized it was a giant armored dome rotating up and over his position, along with bits of others appearing on the horizon in other directions. 
 
    The entire city was locking down, but the heavy armor plating would be useless against a Jenshar attack. There was nothing here of value worth that expenditure, despite Star Force being a capitol. If the Vargemma thought destroying it would stop Star Force then they had misread them badly. It would only enrage them into a war, but there was one thing here that couldn’t be replaced, and that was the Director himself. 
 
    Vochem didn’t wait to hear a response from his staff. He took off running towards Davis’s tower, or rather where it had been. As an Archon had taught him years before, the fastest way to cross the city was to come to the surface, fly across it, then descend to your location. Vochem couldn’t fly, but he could run and bypass whatever traffic or restricted areas below would hinder him, and go directly to the tower’s location, then find his way down to it. 
 
    So that’s what he did, and as he ran his staff reported comm silence from the Vargemma. They would not respond to the Knights of Quenar, and he knew it wasn’t because they couldn’t. They simply didn’t care that they were here. 
 
    Vochem ran as fast as he could, actually hop/jumping across the now empty city streets that were being blocked off from the sun as the armored domes rotated into position and locked into place. The one above him was actually in his way, blocking his access to the surface beyond. Vochem used his own penetrative sight, known as Bostromak, to see through it. Beyond was not another dome, but a stretch of city with very low buildings that were in fact already armored plates, and he suddenly had a partial explanation of the windows, for it seemed that every location that had them now had armored domes over them, but this one was blocking the surface street access to the other side. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to stop Vochem. He just hoped Atlantis’s defenses didn’t shoot him as he hop/jumped up near the dome and kept going, switching to a regular run to keep his line of momentum even as he blinked out of existence just prior to slamming into the armored dome…then a few seconds later he blinked back in, dropping a meter out of the air and back down to the ground as he ran beyond the dome and underneath the sunlight as he felt Jenshar signatures in orbit above. 
 
    He knew he’d guessed right. They were coming for Davis and had attacked near Mars as a distraction. Their ships were not as strong as Star Force’s, but all they had to do was get close enough to call in the Olopar, and with their Jenshar barriers they could withstand Star Force’s planetary defenses for a short period of time. And in that brief moment they would destroy whatever they wished. 
 
    “Scatter and survive. They are going to attack here,” Vochem warned his staff. “Do not wait for me. Survive and regroup after,” he said, shutting down his comm unit so that his staff couldn’t further communicate with him. There was nothing more to say. The Vargemma knew they were in Atlantis, and they weren’t even going to bother to warn them. They were just collateral damage, of which the Vargemma often spoke of, but they didn’t have to be. A simple warning would have been enough to get them away, but the Vargemma did not care about them. A few individuals were expendable, and the Knights of Quenar couldn’t do anything in response, so they could kill them at will as they carried out their missions without worry of reprisal. 
 
    Vochem ran hard, using his own Jenshar to increase his speed, making him look like a hopping insect traveling quickly across the city surface, but as expected he was noticed and several shields popped up ahead of him to block his progress. He disappeared before each and reappeared on the other side, then he disappeared inside the next dome before any automated turrets or micro drones could get to him. 
 
    He was telepathically trying to find Davis, but he was too far away with too many minds to sort out and had to take his best guess as to where the tower had come down. He assumed he was still in it, and if he was guessing wrong it would be too late to change his destination.  
 
    He was nearly over the location of the tower when the Olopar appeared in orbit. He could feel their arrival, for the hole they tore into the Jenshar realm was obvious. That meant he only had a few minutes left, and he still wasn’t close enough to pick out Davis’s mind. The tower location had sealed over, and he looked down beneath it, seeing an air gap, then multiple layers of armored sheets that had moved laterally to cover it…then very far below he saw the top of the tower itself. 
 
    Vochem had to get down there, but moving vertically was far more dangerous than laterally. He had no beacon to work with, and if he reemerged within a solid object it would not move away from his position. Gas would, as would liquid if it wasn’t too stubborn, but if he crossed a wall with even one of his fingers it would fuse with it and be destroyed in the process…as well as tethering him to that position. 
 
    He had to make small jumps, so the Knight of Quenar centered himself on the armored covering in the dark of the enclosed dome, then jumped up a couple meters. He needed the momentum, for in the Jenshar region he had no means of propulsion without a Beacon for assistance. He encased himself in the Den’gar technique and used it to pull him into the other realm where no matter existed. If he did it wrong he would kill himself, pulling his Core there without his body, but he had learned long ago how to do the simple technique, and how dangerous what he was currently doing was, for he had no way to navigate other than by counting and hoping his guess was accurate. 
 
    A split second later he popped back in, maintaining his momentum and slamming into the armored panel below. He’d successfully emerged into the air gap between the two, which was some 12 meters tall. He stood up and jumped again, hitting his head on the ceiling above, then fell and blinked out, only to reemerged in the next air gap below, but he was too late. The Olopar began to charge above them in orbit, so close he could almost feel the different ‘heats’ from them. They were directly over Atlantis, and there were two different attacks charging. One that would encompass the planet with a Lian’no, and the other one would rip Atlantis apart molecule by molecule in one simple attack known as a Fruc’zo.  
 
    But now he could sense Davis’s mind, though faintly, meaning he had a location. He didn’t think he could survive that long of a jump, for his counting wasn’t going to be accurate enough, but as he thought about protecting himself if he wasn’t going to be able to get to Davis fortune blessed him, for Davis began emitting a crude Jenshar effect. 
 
    Vochem jumped again, hitting his head and getting the maximum momentum he could out of his short fall, then he blinked out and into the Jenshar realm. Overhead were two suns from the Olopar, and below was a small ripple from Davis. He couldn’t sense his mind, for his telepathy was matter related, and none of that transitioned here, but every Jenshar use in his realm made ripples here, and he could navigate by that ripple…meaning he could let himself fall until he was parallel to it, then Vochem fearfully reemerged, hoping he didn’t end up inside a console or chair. 
 
    The Knight of Quenar came out into Davis’s thankfully bare office half a meter above the floor just before one of the Olopar fired, with him hitting the ground behind and to the right of Davis, who didn’t notice his arrival. His gaze was fixed above him at the incoming attack, leaving Vochem with a single opportunity. 
 
    He lunged towards him as the Olopar fired, wrapping Davis and himself in the Den’gar even before he made physical contact with the armored body…then he got an elbow to his gut before he could send a telepathic pulse explaining that he was here to help. 
 
    The Archon’s combat reflexes were too good, and he nearly lost the Den’gar as the darkness around them in the Jenshar realm went white a moment later as the ripples from the Fruc’zo hit the city around them. 
 
    “Vochem? What is going on?” Davis asked as the Knight of Quenar had him in a stranglehold from behind, with his muscular arms and four legs wrapped around him as they both floated in null gravity within a small air pocket that Vochem had pulled with them into the Essence realm. 
 
    “The city is being destroyed around us. I have pulled us into the Jenshar and we are now ballistic. We are rising in altitude now that gravity cannot affect us. It was the only way to save you.” 
 
    The shower of white around them began to morph and dissipate in a wield kaleidoscope effect, and Davis watched it with his overlaid vision, for his eyes saw nothing but blackness in the lightless realm.  
 
    “How long can we stay here?” 
 
    “I can maintain the Den’gar for hours if need be, but when I release it we will merge with any solid mass at the location. I cannot navigate nor see what is beyond, and the city is exploding around us. We must wait, but if we wait too long we will emerge in orbit. I must guess, and if I guess right, we will fall. You can fly, correct?” 
 
    “I can,” Davis said, his mind rapidly adjusting from expecting death to survival mode now that the Knight of Quenar Ambassador had just saved him.  
 
    “You will have to support us both. I do not know if I can survive the fall. The ocean below will be jolted. If it consumes us we may merge with part of it. We need to emerge in the atmosphere.” 
 
    “What did they just hit us with?” 
 
    “It is the same technique the Lurker used that you referred to as a Disruption attack. We call it Fruc’zo, and it is separating all molecules within Atlantis and the surrounding ocean from their bonds. They are exploding from the decompression and forcing the ocean down. It will rebound back.” 
 
    “The entire city is gone?” 
 
    “I would imagine so. I cannot perceive it from here, but the level of attack used leaves little hope for survivors.” 
 
    “They fired on you?” Davis asked, anger evident in his voice.  
 
    “They do not care about us,” Vochem sneered. “And they have now crossed a line that I will not tolerate. The galaxy needs Star Force, and it needs you, Director. They came here to destroy you in the hopes your empire would fall. I know it will not, but you are not replaceable. I have never liked the Vargemma, but their dominance was unquestionable. Now I do not care. This is unacceptable. I will keep you alive as long as I can. Hopefully they will assume you were killed.” 
 
    “Can they detect us here?” 
 
    “Yes, if they are looking, but for the moment the Fruc’zo shields us. In this realm, Jenshar use makes ripples, so we cannot be attacked, but my Den’gar also makes tiny ripples. When the larger ones subside, the smaller will be visible. Until then we are invisible.” 
 
    “Are you sure we are rising?” 
 
    “Gravity has no effect here, and your planet is spinning. It is simple momentum.” 
 
    “And the planet around the star?” Davis surmised. 
 
    “Yes, but that angular moment is greatly reduced compared to the spin of the planet.” 
 
    Davis ran some mental calculations. “So we’re talking minutes before we get close to orbit?” 
 
    “I do not know. I have never done this before. We can estimate short jumps to get through barriers, or drift through space where there is no obstruction. We do not blindly pass through planets. Even a small element of heavy mass will not be fully moved when we revert, and it could lay shrapnel from the explosion within our bodies. I had no choice.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you.” 
 
    “You are an asset to the galaxy that must be protected.” 
 
    “No, it’s more than that. I feel you are developing a sense of honor, or am I wrong?” 
 
    “Perhaps your proximity has had some effect. Practicality aside, I am furious at what the Vargemma have done. You have a weapon that can kill Hadarak, and I am sure that is why they have acted. They are so sure victory is impossible they wish to ensure that it remains impossible. It is a form of madness.” 
 
    The whiteness around them faded quickly, after which Davis saw small specs of light drifting around them, mostly below, but then those specs would sporadically shoot off like little rockets.  
 
    “What am I witnessing now?” he asked. 
 
    “Those are your dead,” Vochem said regretfully. “When in this realm, you can view their passing. Their Jenshar returns here. That is the small spots of light. The streaks are when their Cores leave it. They pull a portion along with them, but when it fades off we cannot track the Cores.” 
 
    “Those are my people?” Davis asked, seeing the sparks shoot off in bunches as the population of glowing spots decreased rapidly. 
 
    “No longer. Their bodies are gone. Their brains are gone. They cannot think. They are packages. Seeds. But yes, they are the Cores of what were your people. And possibly mine.” 
 
    “Can’t yours survive like you are now?” 
 
    “Possibly, but they will risk the same death as we will when we reemerge.” 
 
    “Can you not fly at all? Not even decelerate?” 
 
    “A cushioning effect, yes. But from several miles high, my Jenshar skills may not be sufficient, and theirs are less than mine.” 
 
    “You have no psionic for it?” 
 
    “We do not.” 
 
    “Are they going to stick around to conquer the planet?” Davis asked, referencing the attackers above. 
 
    “I doubt it. Your technology is too fierce, and they will not waste their Jenshar to destroy all of your ships. I expect them to leave soon. Hopefully before we reemerge.” 
 
    “And if they sense us here?” 
 
    “They can only sense my aura. They will not know you are inside unless they measure it and find the size of two, but those two could be a pair of us. They will not try to kill us. We are irrelevant.” 
 
    “But you can’t be sure?” 
 
    “At this point I am sure of nothing other than our rising through the atmosphere. If we survive this, I do not care what the other Knights say, I will teach you what little I know and help you fight both the Hadarak and the Vargemma. I do not fear death, but I will require asylum with Star Force if the other Knights are not as incensed as I am.” 
 
    “Request granted…” Davis said as they continued to float in darkness aside from the Essence ripples that were quickly disappearing, but as the last of his people made their transition into whatever death truly was, a new ripple appeared, passing through them without incident and appearing to be a wide spread occurrence. “Is that another attack?” 
 
    “It is Lian’no,” Vochem said with clenched teeth. “It is the heart attack weapon, and it will spread across the entire planet. I am sorry.” 
 
    “No…” Davis whispered as they continued to float in darkness, soon to be accompanied by massive waves of sparks turning into shooting stars.  
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    “It’s time,” Vochem said as they floated in darkness. Nothing was glowing above or below them, though every now and then Davis thought he could see some more sparks in the far distance as that ring of death expanded beyond his Essence vision range. “I am not sure what to expect.” 
 
    “I’ll expand my shields around you, unless that’s a problem?” 
 
    “It is not.” 
 
    Davis mentally reset his shield perimeter to include both his armored body and that of the hitchhiker on his back, then a moment later the darkness vanished and the harsh sunlight above returned with a ferocity he was not prepared for. Gravity also yanked back, and Davis had to use his armor’s systems to enhance his own Yen’mer as his body refused to work.  
 
    Suddenly he felt sick all over, and his regenerator instantly began to activate along with Vochem’s Essence glow as their shared shields were hit with massive amounts of water trying to drag them down with them. It felt like they were inside a waterfall, but there was no rhyme or reason to it. No up or down, just water going every which way and, sometimes, crossing each other.  
 
    “I am hit,” Vochem said, though still hanging on tightly to the Director’s armor. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “I’ll live,” Davis said, feeling the clumps of water that had rematerialized in 18 different places in his body began to be removed and the tissue they’d destroyed replaced. Fortunately only one had hit his head, but it was in the skull and not the brain tissue beneath…and less than a millimeter wide. “Are you healing?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, barely audible over the rush of water all around them. Davis had to fight to just hold position, not sure where to go as a rock flew up from below and just clipped the edge of his shields. They were fixed to his armor rather than remotely cast, so the impact bounced them to the side violently and Vochem lost his grip…only to have his feet hit in the inside of the shield and stop him there as if there were a floor directly beneath him. 
 
    “The planet’s crust has been damaged,” the Knight of Quenar said. “The ocean is flowing into the wound. Can you move us away?” 
 
    “Give me a moment. My body is still repairing.” 
 
    “How? I sense no Jenshar in you.” 
 
    “This armor may be small, but it does have a regenerator in it. Once it’s finished with me I can use it to heal you as well.” 
 
    “Do not attempt to do so. My technology would resist…it,” he said, getting bounced to the side by another large wave of water. No sky was visible with all the mist, plumes, and rain, but it was very bright overhead, so they couldn’t have been too far from the top. 
 
    “Fine. The air is thin, but we can go higher. Hang on, I’ll get us started as best I can with my armor, but its antigrav isn’t strong enough to fight these surges. I have to do that…”he said, cut off as another dump of water came down on top of them and dropped them some 30 meters lower, flowing over his invisible shields like a car window in a downpour. 
 
    Davis was having to use his Pefbar to see, and the pounding in his head didn’t help, but as it relented and his skull damage repaired, his range increased and he pushed it out spherically to try and figure out where exactly they were…which was when he saw the rocky material coming up from below. 
 
    He couldn’t wait any longer, so he used his Yen’mer to add power, despite the pain it caused and the number of little psionic nubs that were still damaged and off line. Simultaneously he stretched out his bioshields beyond the armor’s version, adding a needle-head on top of him and Vochem as he drove up through the water as a wave of steam rushed up from below. 
 
    They got bounced around quite a bit, sometimes being pulled down a few meters, but the small amount of progress upward meant less and less resistance, and eventually the rocky material catching them topped out and began to fall back down, leaving only water and steam to contend with as they rose through the mess. 
 
    It took a few minutes of limping upward, but eventually they got above it, seeing bits of sky breaking through as massive geysers crested and curved over, coming down like clear fireworks in the blue sky. Davis kept climbing, maintaining an oxygen bubble inside the shields for Vochem to breath and augmenting it from his own armor’s air supply as his battlemap interlink indicated they were some 18 miles above the Earth’s surface and over the location Atlantis used to be… 
 
    “Can you find any of your other people?” Davis finally asked, looking down on the surrounding ocean as several tsunamis were visible heading outwards, with those nearest the water geyser crisscrossing and pulling back on themselves as the newly formed supervolcano consumed the water and lowered the ocean level around the magma plume. 
 
    The city was gone, completely, with pieces of it being above them and heading into orbit, for there was a giant mushroom-like cloud of vaporized material far above them and spreading out in a thin haze. Davis couldn’t even see it from his position, but the battlemap clearly indicated its presence and outward spread.  
 
    “I have contact with two of them below. The rest are gone.” 
 
    “I need their positions so I can dispatch rescue teams.” 
 
    “Have the Vargemma left?” 
 
    “Yes,” Davis said, reviewing battlemap data quickly as they hung in the air above the ongoing torrent below, with the steam and suspended ash now moving laterally beneath them as it could no longer climb to their thin atmospheric level, but sporadic rock torpedoes were shooting up higher and still posed a threat to them from a random hit. 
 
    Vochem telepathically relayed the locations of the two Knights of Quenar below, and Davis ordered rescue teams to their location immediately, but they were going to have to come from the nearest underwater city or from orbit, because there were no Atlantis personnel remaining to assist. 
 
    “How many of those weapons do they have?” Davis demanded after seeing the impact replay of how it tore Atlantis apart as if it was nothing more than confetti. 
 
    “Many. I do not know the exact number. All the races in the Vargemma contribute to their construction. They can kill Hadarak if they are discovered, but the Jenshar required to charge them is not easily replaceable. That is why the Hadarak cannot be defeated. They mass too much. The more mass, the more Jenshar change is required to disintegrate them. They used a great deal to destroy Atlantis. This was meant to kill you, but also to bring fear to your empire. The Vargemma cannot repeat such attacks quickly. I do not know the status of their wells, but this cannot be repeated across every Star Force world. Fear will intimidate you into their preferred action, they believe, but I know it will backfire on them. You will not yield, you will…” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘wells?’” Davis demanded. 
 
    “We have never been there. Their strongholds. The Vargemma are a combination of all races that break the Jenshar boundary. They seek out those who are new, such as us, before the Hadarak can identify and destroy the threat we pose. But we are not allowed into their ranks until we prove ourselves. The Knights of Quenar are in a trial period. If we prove ourselves worthy we will one day join the Vargemma ranks. If not, we will be left to die to the Hadarak when they eventually discover us.” 
 
    “We are told,” he continued, “that in their strongholds they have massive storage of Jenshar that every individual in their races contributes to regularly. That Jenshar is then used to defend the Vargemma and to accomplish its…goals,” he said apologetically as they looked down on the billowing mass of water, rock, and steam below that continually churned and didn’t look like it was dissipating whatsoever. 
 
    “And they draw from these wells until they’re deplenished…then they’re helpless?” Davis surmised. 
 
    “Not helpless, but what we have seen of their technology is inferior to ours. It is surmised that one reason they sought us out was to incorporate our knowledge of non-Jenshar applications into their collective.” 
 
    “Have you yet?” 
 
    “I believe so, in some ways, but we would never give all of what we possessed. Others cannot be trusted with the power.” 
 
    “Do you have more than us?” Davis asked bluntly. 
 
    “We are peers on parallel, but not identical paths. You have technology that we lack, and the reverse is also true. But your greatest strength is your population. We cannot grow to such a size.” 
 
    “Who else has technology on par with us?” 
 
    “We know of several, but they are all reclusive and low in population. The only ones that can stand against the Hadarak and make a good show of resistance is your triad.” 
 
    “Resistance my ass. We’re winning,” Davis said as a contact popped up with a proximity alert. “And this attack isn’t going to stop us.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this was their only attack,” Vochem warned. “If it was, they would have destroyed the entire star system as an object lesson.” 
 
    “The Uriti?” 
 
    “Possibly, but there are too many of them to eliminate quickly. And they are not what has drawn the Lurker here.” 
 
    “You think they’re hitting Epsilon Eridani now and came here as a side quest?” 
 
    “I would be surprised if they did not, unless an ultimatum came with this strike. If there is silence, then it is punitive and the object of contention will also be hit. This is their methodology and has been employed many times in the past.” 
 
    “Recently?” 
 
    “No. Far before the Knights of Quenar existed. We have been given Vargemma history to learn from, and they have existed for several billion years.” 
 
    “Billion?” Davis said in dismay. “And they still haven’t figured out how to build real weapons?” 
 
    “Jenshar is their weapon, but I agree their reliance on that limited resource is a weakness. One we will find a way to exploit. If the Hadarak are going to destroy the known galaxy, we need to make sure the Vargemma are taken with it.” 
 
    “Do you think the other Knights will feel the same?” 
 
    “I cannot be sure, but you have provided a potential pathway to victory. The Vargemma offer power never to be used in perpetual avoidance. We seek permanent solutions. That is our purpose.” 
 
    “And what is your purpose now that we have the Uriti pacified?” 
 
    “Either destroy them or obtain the power that will make them irrelevant. Either way it will be a permanent solution.” 
 
    “I like the new frankness in you, Vochem,” Davis said as the shiny object to the west descended from a higher elevation on a path towards them. “Don’t let it relapse in the future.” 
 
    “I am now committed to the Vargemma’s destruction. If the other Knights will not follow suit, you are my only avenue to accomplish this. I will remain as frank as I can be without betraying the trust of our brotherhood.” 
 
    “Do you know how many strongholds they have?” 
 
    “Hundreds, but we do not know where they are, only approximate areas based on guesswork.” 
 
    “We know where to start. How did they get into the system without making a stellar jump?” 
 
    “The same way we survived. If you can accurately estimate your speed, you can count down and revert blind into a star system.” 
 
    “And if you have a scout on location? Can they guide the fleet in?” 
 
    “Yes, but they must still travel in a straight line. The scout will only tell them when to emerge.” 
 
    “So you don’t need a beacon to move through walls?” 
 
    “You need a beacon to secure the exit point, otherwise you risk collision, and solid objects do far more damage than water.” 
 
    “Noted,” Davis said as the Star Force dropship decelerated in front of them, then rotated around with a lowered boarding ramp that came to within a few meters of the pair hanging in the air over the supervolcano. The Director flew that last little bit and let Vochem down a full step inside before releasing his aching muscles that the regenerator was continually working on since he was damaging the Yen’mer tissues constantly by using them in their state of disrepair. 
 
    “Davis,” a Mage-level Archon said as he came forward and grabbed the Director by his left shoulder. “We thought we lost you with the city.” 
 
    “I owe the Ambassador for my survival. Get us out of here before the enemy comes back to finish what they started.” 
 
    “On the way,” he said as the pilot took off and the ramp began to retract before the trio was fully inside. “Where do you want to go to ground?” 
 
    Davis looked at the Knight of Quenar. “What’s their top speed look like?” 
 
    “I would assume considerably less than yours, but Jenshar can enhance that considerably.” 
 
    The eldest Human in the empire nodded, then turned to the other Archon. “We hide in transit. Keep us moving, ship to ship, system to system. We never stop. Never give them a stationary target.” 
 
    The Mage nodded. “They won’t get a second shot at you, I promise…” he said, hesitating for a moment as he worked the comm. “The Trilen Asora is coming in atmosphere to pick us up. We’ll jump out from here and an escort fleet will meet us on the way to the star. Do you want him to come along or stay here?” 
 
    “He goes where I go,” Davis said firmly. “But get his two surviving brethren back to the Knights of Quenar so they can explain firsthand what happened.” 
 
    Vochem nodded his agreement. “A ghost you must become, and I will be gladly be your echo. If the Vargemma know I am alive and helping you, they may strike at the other Knights. It is best if I am presumed dead.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “I am. I have deactivated my locator. They will assume I was killed in the aftermath. Do not inform your people how you survived, only that you did.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Davis said, turning to the Mage. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    The dark blue helmet in front of him nodded. “Do you know who did this?” 
 
    “We have a lead,” Davis said, glancing at Vochem. “But as of now, we’re at war.” 
 
    A moment later the Mage and every other person linked into the battlemap on Earth got a warning alarm in a very old tone that still sent shivers down everyone's spines, even those that didn’t know what it originally was from. It was different from the invasion alert, and this one had never been heard before in Star Force. It was a signal that Star Force was going to war against a threat that required the entire empire’s might to fight. 
 
    And that tone would spread from system to system around the rim of the galaxy. With it would be recall orders for everyone of merit, including the trailblazers and the war fleets currently fighting the Hadarak. This took priority over all else, for Davis didn’t know how they were going to fight this new type of weaponry, and he needed all hands on deck to figure it out.  
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    May 8, 128535 
 
    System 991284 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    8th planet 
 
      
 
    Morgan-063 was in the final stages of minion removal in the third ring of the Hadarak expansion along with a small fleet of Star Force Oso’lon when the courier arrived. The moment the message packet reached her Borg vessel the alarm sounded, jolting her out of a brief nap in the Archon sanctum that she’d decided to take there rather than waste time walking back to her quarters.  
 
    It was an old school alarm, never before used, taken from the Death Star in the Star Wars movies. The sound ran through her and for a moment her hair turned blonde on reflex, then she calmed herself down and bolted to her feet, running to the nearest comms terminal so she could see what the hell was going on. 
 
    There were none inside the Sanctum, nor telepathic repeaters for the sake of keeping training private and uninterrupted, so she literally couldn’t use her mind to link into the computer until she got to an outer chamber and slid onto the stool there, shoving her hand over the tactile interface and seeing in a flash of data sent into her brain what had happened at Earth.  
 
    She already knew about the Ysalamir destruction, but others were handling that while she kept chewing up minion systems and taking them back from the enemy. Morgan had been waiting for a recall once this new enemy had been identified, but until then there wasn’t any ass kicking that could be done. She did not expect, however, to get an empire-wide alert and recall order. 
 
    Sol had been attacked, along with Epsilon Eridani, which had taken the worst of it, but Atlantis had been totally destroyed in a single Essence attack. Davis had survived, somehow, and it wasn’t until she activated a special high access file that she find out. That was a stroke of luck, and if a Knight of Quenar had been here now she would have kissed them in thanks for keeping Davis alive. But the long list of friends and highly skilled Star Force personnel that had been in the city and were now dead was a gut punch…not to mention most of the other people on the planet. 
 
    They’d been hit with a heart attack weapon, now tagged as Lian’no, and too few had been close enough to regenerators. But beyond that, every single living being on the planet was now dead. Since the message had been sent by courier, it hadn’t come immediately after reception, so updates had stacked with it and Morgan could see images of the Earth’s oceans with new land formations visible from orbit…except they weren’t land. They were corpses of whales, fish, octopi, crustaceans, and the myriad of other wildlife on the planet, most of which were now floating dead on the surface. 
 
    On land the dead were not so visible, but they were everywhere. Even down to the ants in the ground. Everything was dead save for a few personnel that had either evacuated the planet before the attack made it around to the far side, or those that had been wearing their armor and were repaired afterwards.  
 
    The casualty lists for Epsilon Eridani were far worse, with the majority of the population in the system having been killed, along with their Ysalamir production facilities. Part of the scientific team working on the anti-Hadarak weapons were dead or mentally incapacitated as well, but the majority of them had survived. They’d been hit with a Lian’no, thankfully, for if their facility had been hit with the same weapon that hit Atlantis they would have been all wiped out as well. 
 
    But it seemed that disintegration weapon, known as a Fruc’zo, had only been used on Atlantis…at least at that discharge level. Morgan had known something like this was possible after seeing the Lurker do it, but the damage inflicted on Atlantis was still jaw dropping. It had taken out the entire city in a matter of seconds, then penetrated all the way through the Earth’s crust to the magma layer, creating an instant super volcano that was still erupting and forming an island where the city once was.  
 
    The ocean would eventually seal it over, and if it wouldn’t Star Force would, but the amount of power the enemy had to put into that one attack was more than every bit of Essence Star Force had accumulated to date in all their Magicite.  
 
    Morgan was scared, for she didn’t know how to fight this and realized how vulnerable Star Force was…but the Essence, it wasn’t unlimited, and the more she thought about it she realized this was an intimidation attack. That’s why they’d gone with such overkill on Atlantis. To send a message that there was nowhere in Star Force that was safe from them.  
 
    To others that would have worked wonders, forcing them to cower away for fear of becoming the next target, but that would have the exact opposite effect on the Archons, and from the timestamp on the alert she saw that Davis had sent it out that same day. It was a call to battle, and a recall order for her, but how many ships she would be bringing with her was left up to her discretion, for they didn’t know yet where the enemy was or how they would be attacking them. 
 
    But the enemy now had a name…Vargemma. Davis’s rundown on them, thanks to info from the Knights of Quenar, said they were basically the Covenant from Halo. A bunch of different races bound together with a common purpose and a fear of the Hadarak. They hid from them to avoid drawing their wrath, though they had the power to kill some of them.  
 
    Morgan ran through the other things Davis had learned, then deduced that her fleet would be of no use in this endeavor, so she ordered the Oso’lon to stay and finish the cleansing of this system while she headed back to the Rim. There was no point in pulling the badly needed combat fleets away from the Hadarak War zone until it was proven they were needed…and from what Davis was saying, there might not actually be that many of these Vargemma. 
 
    But she had to go. That was clear, even if Davis hadn’t sent out the recall order. So Morgan ordered the Captain to get them under way at maximum speed back to the Rim. By the time she got there, hopefully they’d have a few more answers. And maybe a few more dead planets too. 
 
      
 
    Davis needed the trailblazers in the Rim, but he wasn’t waiting for them. As soon as he got situated inside a Mach’nel that became his mobile base of operations with a massive escort fleet, he roamed the star lanes while sending out orders…and the empire responded. There weren’t a lot of combat fleets left in the Rim, but he hadn’t made the mistake of sending them all away. Star Force always operated with reserves, and from them massive fleets emerged as coalitions of many factions headed for the known Stargate locations.  
 
    Knowing that Essence weaponry was involved, he made it abundantly clear that no manned ship was to go near them, but Star Force did most of its fighting with drones anyway, so that wasn’t an issue. Hundreds of thousands of drones were knocking on the Vargemma’s doorsteps within weeks of the assault on Earth, and even more in the following months as word spread around the galaxy. The Vargemma were not concentrated in one area, but were likewise spread around the Rim, and Davis had given orders to assault them all.  
 
    If the Vargemma acted as one civilization, then he wasn’t going to bother trying to identify which races had attacked them and which hadn’t. Typical surrender offers went out when the drone fleets arrived at the hidden Stargate stations, then when no response came they opened fire…but with disruption weapons only. They didn’t want to destroy what was there, only to expose it. 
 
    The shield and field disruptors tore through the general area where they knew the Stargates to be located, taking away their cloaks to reveal the stations beneath momentarily…then they disappeared again with an Essence enhancement.  
 
    Davis didn’t go there, but he read the reports as they filtered back to him. The Neo-level Archons on site identified the augment and probed it continuously with no luck. Eventually they fired conventional weapons until they did enough damage to drop the cloak. The return fire from the stations was standard weaponry save for a few Fruc’zo that destroyed drones in single shots…but that didn’t persist. Davis guessed it was an intimidation gesture, but Star Force had so many drones it didn’t matter and they kept attacking without hesitation. 
 
    The Essence attacks stopped and massive breaches were torn into the hull of the stations, into which micro drones were sent in lieu of living troops. Many of those were destroyed before they could send back intelligence, but eventually some got inside and obtained minimal data before Essence signatures were detected leaving the stations…just before they exploded. 
 
    They all did. None would be taken intact, and Davis had information confirming that at least some of the crew stayed behind sacrificing themselves rather than surrender, but two of the stations didn’t completely pop with their Essence-laden destruction. It was surmised that they had depleted their reserves too much previously, for some of the attack forces poked first before bringing in massive waves of drones, and it seemed those stations had expended more trying to scare away the smaller amount of ships. 
 
    Whatever had happened, Star Force now had chunks of the stations more or less intact to analyze, and what they were finding was amazing. Most of their technology had Essence residue in it, indicating that it was designed to operate in conjunction with it…yet not their standard weaponry, oddly. Some of the components were altered in such a way that they maintained an Essence charge that did not appear to dissipate, but no containers were found. Whatever had been holding their reserves was probably at the center of the self-destruction cascade that had petered out in these two stations.  
 
    No fleet of ships showed up to defend any of them. It was like the Vargemma thought if they hid Star Force would go away and forget them, but that was not going to happen. Davis kept waiting for another of his systems to get hit, and six weeks after the first of the Stargate stations fell it happened again. 
 
    The Vargemma emerged in Uriti Preserve #4 and went after a trio of Sivirs there, but the defending fleets managed to keep them alive, though one got hit with some type of Essence acid that ate a chunk out of its body. It wasn’t enough to kill it, but it was horribly painful and the Uriti almost didn’t respond to retreat orders. They wanted to turn and fight…but thankfully they obeyed and survived long enough for the fleet to turn the Vargemma away. 
 
    Davis felt they were trying to hurt Star Force at the most visible ego points they could, and them missing the Uriti must have hurt theirs incredibly. They weren’t going to be able to assault any mobile targets effectively. Not now that Star Force knew something of the threat they posed. He didn’t have any Ysalamiri left to protect, and the Castles wouldn’t be building those components for years to come as they focused on structural work first, but they would become targets later, if and when the Vargemma found out about them. 
 
    They were still secrets within Star Force, more or less, and he didn’t know how good the Vargemma were at intelligence. And if they truly hid most of the time, he wondered how they got any at all. Obviously there were some ships coming and going through the Stargate stations, or had been anyway. He knew he hadn’t got them all shut down, and finding the others would be difficult unless they drew attention to themselves, but a big part of how these bastards operated was still evading him, and would be, until the trailblazers started popping back up on the Rim and heading to the ultra secret rendezvous he had hinted at in his recall order. 
 
    Once they’d had enough time to come back, some of them at least, he ditched his own escort fleet and had them continue moving around the galaxy as if he was still onboard the Mach’nel while he took off in a tiny Valkyrie counting on anonymity for his protection. He took with him all the data they’d accumulated to date and traveled to the Repository System, which officially was called ‘Nephestus’ because they didn’t want anyone else knowing where they’d stashed all their cool stuff. 
 
    The trailblazers used to have stashes all over Earth, and when the V’kit’no’sat invaded they had gotten some of it out prior to the planet falling, then recovered the rest after they took the planet back years later. Their hiding places had been so good the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t found them, mostly, and afterwards they’d quietly moved them off Earth to a system that wouldn’t attract as much attention. 
 
    Davis knew about it, along with less people than he could count on his fingers aside from the trailblazers, and the planet in question was little more than a rock covered with seas of green sand. Unfortunately the green didn’t come from Corovon, but a mostly worthless compound known as Berronickzon. Because of that nobody had bothered to mine it, and it was located far out in the system, so far out it was actually a cold sand world. Nephestus had a small hot planet near the central star that had a Star Force outpost on it for navigational purposes, but other than that the system was uninhabited and off the major trade routes. 
 
    The people in the outpost didn’t know about the outermost planet other than it being off limits along with the rest of the system to outside development, as many systems had been tagged within Star Force’s domain. This was a little corner in the middle of nowhere with watch guards on it that would make sure to report if anyone went nosing around…which nobody ever did. 
 
    Davis’s ship checked in with the outpost without identifying himself, but since it was a Star Force vessel it could travel to the planet or anywhere else in the system without having to explain itself, so he went far out on the periphery and dropped into orbit, looking down on the miles high green sand dunes as he mentally mapped out the position of the primary repository. No beacons were used, so he had to go off memory and get close enough to find the physical markers, and he had to start by taking his best guess…the problem was sand dunes migrated over time, which kept the surface constantly reworking itself. 
 
    All the better to hide a subsurface facility that actually crawled along with them deep underground, but it did so in predictable patterns off the markers… 
 
    “Alright, let’s start…here,” Davis said, inputting his best guess at the coordinates and letting the ship’s autopilot bring them down into the planet’s thin atmosphere. There was enough to breathe, barely, in the trenches between dunes, but go up to the peeks and it was too thin for Humans. It didn’t affect his ship, and soon he was hovering in one of those valleys searching for a marker. 
 
    It would take an intense sensor beam to find one, for they were stealthed and beneath the sand, but they altered the pattern of the dunes above without being obvious about it. Davis flew around for more than an hour before he spotted a little rivulet of sand on the surface giving away the location of an obelisk-like marker beneath, and as soon as the Director flew over top of it his sensors pinged a faint silhouette below.  
 
    From there it was just a matter of searching out the others nearby off a hexagonal pattern and seeing which directions they were pointing. Those were constantly changing and offering very crude datapoints that others would miss, for their movement was so slow to go unnoticed, but those 6 markers gave 6 digits that detailed the current position of the repository as it crawled across the planet. 
 
    It wasn’t here, but rather a third of the way around the horizon. Davis flew there before the crawler had a chance to meander off, and once he got within proximity the faint sensor trace pinged the starfish shape that the primary repository had been designed around. 
 
    “Gotcha,” he said with a smile as he sent the very lengthy recognition signal down to the complex that was more than two miles deep in the sand…then that sand began to move as if a mole was coming up from below. It took a while, better than 10 minutes, for a tube to shoot up into the air, then Davis flew his Valkyrie down through the tube as it retracted behind him while spreading out the sand with a series of shield ‘fins’ to mask its location again. 
 
    When his ship set down in the hangar bay he saw several others of similar size on the deck, but no one was waiting for him when he walked down the boarding ramp. That was typical, for the facility was more than 80 miles wide and had no sensors to tell it what was going on outside. They were blind to the battlemap as well, and nobody would know he was here until he found them and told them himself. 
 
    Davis whistled, hearing the echo of the distant walls in the hangar. It was a ‘small’ hangar by Star Force standards, but it seemed a lot bigger when nobody else was in it. Things had seemed kind of empty ever since Atlantis had been destroyed, but even when he was on the run he was surrounded by people. It had been a long time since he’d been truly alone, and this place was about as alone as anyone could get.  
 
    Which made it the perfect hiding place…as well as reminding him just how big everything out here was. His job required him to work things from afar rather than going into the field and getting a firsthand perspective on it…but not now. The big and strong worlds were the highest potential targets, meaning he had to reverse everything and get back to his roots. One person alone in the galaxy was very hard to find, and after nearly being assassinated he wasn’t going to give the Vargemma or anyone else another chance at him.  
 
    He walked with his booted footsteps echoing all the way up to the far off entrance which opened before him automatically, with no one on the other side.  
 
    Davis kept on walking, letting the emptiness soak in, until he finally caught the attention of the trailblazers that were already here and Kerrie-057 was suddenly standing still in the hallway ahead of him when he rounded the corner. 
 
    He flinched, for he hadn’t been using his Pefbar and he hadn’t felt anyone else’s Pefbar cross him. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Practice,” she said straight faced. “I’m glad that worthless Knight finally did something right.” 
 
    “As am I,” he said just as evenly, then Kerrie walked up and wrapped him in a warm hug.  
 
    “Give him a kiss for me,” she said deadpan. 
 
    “No…” Davis said as she let go. “Right now being Director is too dangerous. I’m just an Archon until we can reestablish a stronghold.” 
 
    “Likewise. I don’t like letting other people take the hits, but if we don’t know where they’re coming from we can’t risk ourselves being taken out. So don’t sweat it.” 
 
    “Brainstorm anything yet?” 
 
    “Bits and pieces. This is going to be a tough one, because I don’t see how we can avoid losing more people with this fog of war.” 
 
    “If we can’t save them, then we make sure we avenge them.” 
 
    “I’m just glad we don’t have to avenge you,” Kerrie said as she started walking. “Come on. We need your brain cells...” 
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    July 23, 128536 
 
    Nephestus System (Repository System, Terraxia Kingdom) 
 
    Ittalika 
 
      
 
    By the time Paul arrived with the last of the others more than a year had passed since the attack on Earth and in addition to the destruction of the Ysalamir, two more attempts on Uriti had been made by the Vargemma, with one unfortunately being successful enough to cripple Bahamut Zero. Somehow he’d survived what should have been a fatal wound, yet he was regrowing as if he was more plant than living rock. 
 
    His chest now had a cavity in it that would not reform for a very long time. Estimates were in the hundreds of years at minimum, but thankfully his central brain had been missed by the piercing Son’tar ‘blue’ attack that was essentially a coring drill rather than an explosion. One of the Vargemma’s Olopar, which was what they called their starburst-shaped Essence-laden ships, had gotten into decent range of Bahamut and fired a pair of beams that twisted around each other as they traveled like a DNA helix. One was deep blue, the other bright blue, and somehow it acted like an actual drill because destroyed material flowed up the bright blue side and was released behind the Starburst. 
 
    When drones had flown into the beam to try and break it, they had simply bounced off as if it were solid. Paul still couldn’t make out what it actually was, but it had drilled a hole into Bahamut while delivering an IDF field that prevented him from running away. The Son’tar, when finished minutes later, had cored a hole all the way through his central body, but apparently the Vargemma didn’t realize his brain was actually in the base of his neck. 
 
    Few people knew that, and Star Force didn’t advertise the internal apparatus of the Uriti, for it was virtually impossible to scan through their thick armor. Hadarak had their brains in their center of mass, the furthest from their exterior possible for the greatest safety, but apparently the Chixzon hadn’t been so concerned when designing the Uriti’s biology, for there wasn’t any known threats to them at the time that could even get through the outer layer of armor short of lengthy warfare on a massive level. 
 
    Then again, maybe it had been by design just in case someone tried for a core shot. Regardless, the asymmetrical internal alignment of Bahamut had saved his life, for the Vargemma had left him for dead after he went inert from the massive shock of the damage.  
 
    That battle had been in the field, not in a Preserve, and while Paul had not been there he had been close by and immediately took possession of the Uriti while sending out orders for the rest to scatter and hide. That also meant emptying out the existing Preserves and separating all the Uriti into different escort fleets and breaking up the herds.  
 
    They hadn’t like that idea, but once they were told of Bahamut’s near death and the attacks on the other Uriti they immediately wanted to be taken to fight them…for they didn’t understand the nature of the threat. That was why Paul had Bahamut record a telepathic message that the Wranglers then took to the others, so they could see through Bahamut’s memories and his own orders/suggestions. Even Paul couldn’t figure out exactly what it was they were passing on, but it did the trick and the Uriti were immediately onboard with the run and hide plan…while Star Force figured out a way to fight this new enemy, at least. After that they’d be back with a vengeance. 
 
    Paul had been getting updates through the relay grid long before he got to the Repository System, knowing all the time that the Hadarak were making more advances in their absence. The evacuation fleets had not been recalled, nor the warships protecting them, but the active hunting of the Hadarak was now relinquished to the V’kit’no’sat alone, with Paul having come home by way of Itaru so he could explain the situation to Mak’to’ran in person.  
 
    What the Zak’de’ron did was their own business, for they weren’t coordinating with Star Force, but the V’kit’no’sat were…and Davis had already sent a courier to Mak’to’ran carrying several of their scientists back with them along with the prototype blueprints for the Legion Project version of the Ysalamir. Originally only Star Force was going to develop them, but now wherever they did they were going to be targeted, so while Paul and the others dealt with this new war in the Rim, the V’kit’no’sat would build the disposable Ysalamir and test them away from the Vargemma’s prying eyes. 
 
    At least that was the plan. They knew the Vargemma’s strongholds were in the Rim to keep them away from the Hadarak, but how much surveillance they had of the Core was unknown. The V’kit’no’sat might be bringing the Vargemma’s wrath down on them, but Mak’to’ran was eager to take on the problem and allow them to hit them if necessary. He was worried about the Zak’de’ron stealing the plans, but he wasn’t going to be timid about the testing and production, for he’d already assigned 532 different systems to prioritize the Legion development.  
 
    The Era’tran had said the Vargemma could not hit them all, and if they did it would be little loss, for the Legion was designed for one time use anyway. They were meant to be destroyed, which was why Davis had agreed to let the V’kit’no’sat produce them. The blueprints weren’t quite finished yet, but the few prototypes they’d been doing limited testing on had been destroyed in Epsilon Eridani. Belo’chat, however, had not been, and the I’rar’et was one of the few scientists sent back to the V’kit’no’sat while the rest stayed in Epsilon Eridani doing simulator work only based off data they’d already collected. 
 
    No more planets had been hit by the Vargemma yet, but it was still early. A year in galactic warfare was almost nothing, for the time it took to move around from system to system was immense when the battlefield was the entire Rim. Still, they knew where to find the Ysalamir and the Uriti, so Star Force was going to have to do a damn good job of hiding the latter, and no updates he’d received when arriving in the system had indicated any further strikes.  
 
    After he’d pulled that download from the outpost he’d gone dark and slipped onto the sandy world where he and the others had stashed a lot of their private stuff, including a full Star Destroyer replica he and Roger had made a long time ago. It was fully functional, but extremely outdated by today’s technology, and now hidden in its own hangar underneath the sands separate from all the other roaming facilities, but the one he was arriving at now was the main hub that contained their best stuff. 
 
    It was more sentimental than anything, though there were also some items of importance relating to Essence and a few odds and ends they’d collected from past civilizations that had fallen. They were still working on those tidbits trying to figure out what they were for, but anything that had even the glint of technological superiority got the full treatment at Star Force’s largest research centers. What came here was more of a curiosity and ongoing brain teaser, which was why the challenge-hungry trailblazers had laid claim to them. 
 
    In addition to that there were mementoes from throughout their history in Star Force, whether they be bits of debris from certain battles, genetic samples from odd races, exotic plants, etc. Everything here meant something to them, sort of like a library of past activity they could reference from time to time, but Paul hadn’t been here since before the Hadarak war started. Long before, actually. 
 
    So when he found and landed in the hangar, he took a little stroll down through the small item galleries before he met the others, ending up in the armor hall that had standing mounted combat suits from every version of Archon armor ever fielded…and the hallway stretched for nearly a mile with two rows, one on either side, standing as if at attention. 
 
    When he entered he had come in at the most advanced section, with suits similar to the one he wore as gauntlets on his forearms, except the others were fully deployed so they looked like real people standing there…but between his Ikrid, Pefbar, and Essence he could tell they were all empty as he walked down between them, his flexible boots clicking on the hard, smooth floor as he worked his way back through history. 
 
    All the suits had a similar vibe to them, but when he got to the far end and saw the earliest of the combat suits like he’d worn on that first Moon mission against the Chinese so very, very long ago he almost cringed. They were so bulky and inflexible, no shields, no sensors worth a damn, no regenerator or all the other trinkets Star Force had worked into the design over the years as they figured out how to build components smaller and smaller.  
 
    It amazed him how much they’d been able to accomplish starting with next to nothing, as well as how fortunate they’d been that the V’kit’no’sat had not found them sooner. Luck had been with them, despite the massive losses, and now he sensed they were in a somewhat similar position. 
 
    “No, it’s not that bad,” Jason-025 said, walking into view around the open archway at the end of the hall. “But I had a similar feeling when I got here.” 
 
    “We’re not ready for this, but we hold a technological edge. I’m not sure how much we can dive in head first, and how much we’d lose by holding back. We need to know who these bastards are, and we don’t have the luxury of a V’kit’no’sat database to tell us.” 
 
    “True,” Jason acknowledged, leaning against the archway as Paul stood looking at the earliest of the armor suits. “But we know the Hadarak scare the shit out of them.” 
 
    “Or what’s in the Core that we haven’t seen yet. I get the feeling we and the V’kit’no’sat are the JV teams left alone to pretend we’re varsity when we truly aren’t.” 
 
    “You’re still shook, aren’t you?” 
 
    Paul waved that thought away with a chop of his hand. “That’s not it.” 
 
    “What then? We’ve overcome a hell of a lot before, why not now?” 
 
    “Nothing that I can put my finger on. I just have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Riona?” 
 
    “She didn’t have a chance, and that still pisses me off.” 
 
    “Ditto, but I’m not off my game. You are.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “How did you notice?” 
 
    “We’ve shared battlemeld so much that I can tell how you’re walking your mind isn’t right.” 
 
    “Well,” he said with a sigh. “It basically comes down to the fact that I don’t know who to punch and what to do until I figure that out.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “You’ll feel better in a bit.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes raised slightly. “You have something?” 
 
    “More mysteries, but yeah, we’ve got several somethings. Davis had a long chat with our new Knight of Quenar buddy, and from that we’ve been able to identify a lot of Vargemma activity around the galaxy that we’d missed before. They haven’t been hiding as much as you might think.” 
 
    “Meddling?” Paul guessed, though thoroughly intrigued. 
 
    Jason nodded. “They’ve got more of an agenda than they let on. We haven’t figured it out yet, but that Essence orb that Ariel found is their doing. They haven’t just been storing up their own Essence, they’ve been quietly harvesting it through various means around the galaxy, and murder seems to be their top preference.” 
 
    Paul’s expression went dark. “Go on.” 
 
    “The Knights of Quenar said they recruit other races that learn how to use Essence, but that’s not all they recruit. They have associates that work for them, we think, so they can act in the galaxy without attracting the attention of the Hadarak. How the Hadarak would find out I don’t know, they seem pretty mundane so there’s gotta be more to it, but a lot of people have gone missing…not whole planets or continents being scooped up…but people vanishing that we think end up on their Essence meal plate before being turned into a meat crop for other races.” 
 
    “Which hides their involvement entirely,” Paul extrapolated.  
 
    “And our shutting down of the meat trade in the civilized areas of the Rim has made it harder and harder for them to do their dirty work. Some of those sickos we’ve had to take down were, in retrospect, working with the Vargemma. Their fingerprints are everywhere now that we know what to look for back through history.” 
 
    “Why not just take us out then? Before we got this strong?” 
 
    “We’ve got a few theories, one of which is that the Hadarak are not the only ones watching them. There may be more varsity teams out there than just the Hadarak and the Vargemma.” 
 
    Paul face-palmed, then ran his fingers through his short blue hair. “What now?” 
 
    “Nothing but speculation at this point, but unless the Hadarak have another means of monitoring the Rim than minions and space monsters, the Vargemma are hiding too damn hard when they could be operating freely, on the deep Rim, at least.” 
 
    “Any luck with a defense shield yet?” 
 
    Jason pointed a finger directly at him. “Yes, and we’ve been going about it all wrong. The Ambassador was forthcoming in that regard.” 
 
    “Is he here?” 
 
    “No, but Davis took good notes. You don’t block Essence attacks, you conscript them…if you’re strong enough.” 
 
    Paul blinked as that thought set in. “Not cancellation?” 
 
    “Not unless you want to drain yourself dry, but he said that will work if you know what’s about to hit you. If not the amount required is too damn high to use more than a handful of times.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “I can’t, because I haven’t learn to do it yet. Still fumbling around, but at least we have something to fumble with now. No more standing around twiddling your thumbs. We’ve got a lead on a defense and we’ve got a lot of work to do beyond that. You want to…” 
 
    “Nope, let’s go,” Paul said, cutting off the sarcastic comment before it was out of his best friend’s mouth as he walked through the archway and out of the hallway of past memories. “We’ve been working this solo for too long. Time to grind this out as a team.” 
 
    “You’re the one that’s late, buddy,” Jason said, following him a step behind and very glad to have Paul back in the mix. All 100 trailblazers were still alive along with Davis, and they had to figure out a way to fight this war before some ass hole with superior Essence skills could change that.  
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    May 7, 128537 
 
    Kanethrol System (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Candancen-11898 was nervous. All the Uriti had been ordered to run and hide, and the Wrangler had taken Jaws 04 away from Preserve #9 by herself while the others scattered. Most were already in the Core fighting Hadarak minions, but some had always been kept in the Preserves and rotated in and out, for they needed to be together and war operations almost always had them individually assigned to missions. 
 
    But keeping them alive was the greater priority now…except for Jaws 04. Orders had come through requesting a dangerous mission, and her Uriti had wanted to accept, so she’d relayed their willingness and waited while hopping from one system to another to keep the Vargemma guessing as to their location. Eventually a set of coordinates worked their way back to her escort fleet and the Archon was surprised to see that the target was one of the systems where Star Force had destroyed the enemy’s Stargate outpost. 
 
    There was a huge fleet stationed there, essentially on the enemy’s doorstep, daring them to come out and try to rebuild the station, so she had plenty of extra defenders to help screen for an attack on Jaws 04, but it still worried her. The Vargemma had nearly killed Bahamut Zero, and it had taken only a single attack to do it. If they could pop in, fire, then pop out again quickly, the size of her defense fleet wasn’t a great comfort…but the trailblazers needed information and the Uriti was their new plan to get it. 
 
    Or at least try. They admitted this might not work, and it wouldn’t take long, so Candancen was bringing Jaws 04 in for a quick peek then leaving within a day, two tops, and returning to their system bouncing until further notice.  
 
    When they arrived no Vargemma response was seen, but they’d been able to arrive in systems before without using a jumpline, with or without a scout ahead and guiding them in. The scouts they could kill with the fleet, but there was no way to know where they’d just pop in, so the system commander had the fleet half spread out with as many skirmishers as he dared while Candancen brought her Uriti out to the location where the Stargate outpost had been and opened the carrier ship. 
 
    Jaws 04 ‘swam’ out, looking like a narrow shark with a tapered ‘head’ leading back to an arrow-like tail that forked into two segments. To her he looked more like a goldfish cracker from the old days, but Jaws was a more fearsome title befitting a Uriti so she hadn’t argued the point. Regardless, he was 16 miles long and 5 wide at his thickest point. Not a little guy by a long shot, but still a juvenile compared to the originals. 
 
    Fortunately that shouldn’t matter, because he wasn’t here to fight…but rather to sniff out gravity threads too weak for Star Force’s technological sensors to pick up. The Hadarak, and by inheritance the Uriti, had always been able to navigate interstellar jumps better than Star Force because they could feel the gravity pulls from distant stars and even nearby ships at a far more sensitive degree, and if there was a hidden stronghold out there somewhere it had to be big, and maybe just big enough for Jaws 04 to find. 
 
    The direction the Vargemma ships traveled to and from this station had been previously noted, so they had a heading to work with. The Wrangler gave Jaws 04 that heading and asked him to see if he could feel anything in the general area of that trajectory.  
 
    It didn’t take three seconds before he communicated numerous signatures that the fleet’s sensors could not, and at varying distances, including a star system along that corridor some 529 lightyears away. She knew it was there because of the map, but the fleet’s gravitational sensors…including the most advanced ones they had inside a special scout ship that had been sent here and failed to find anything…couldn’t sense the distant star, nor see it, because there was a nebula in between, though the nebula didn’t do anything to mask the gravitational silhouette. 
 
    But between that star too far away to jump to there were other things. Her Uriti could feel the small tugs no greater than what a warship would create within Tar’vem’jic firing range from its own weak gravity emission. It was an insane ability they had, and to this day Star Force wasn’t even close to finding a technological copy of it. Even the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t been able to determine how the Hadarak did it, and they had numerous Hadarak corpses to analyze. The Chixzon database in Nefron’s head didn’t offer an answer either, meaning that the Hadarak and the Uriti were the best gravitational sensors the galaxy had…as far as was known, anyway. The Vargemma had been able to hide a huge power from the galaxy all this time, and who knew what else was out there that could surprise them later. 
 
    But right now all that mattered was whether or not jaws 04 could find the stronghold, and not only could he find silhouettes, he could identify some of them, including a small rogue planet, a dead star reduced to nothing but a solid and nearly cold core of super dense material, some large scattered asteroids…the kind of which if you hit during an interstellar jump there would be nothing left to mark your demise.  
 
    It was rocks like that that Star Force scanned for on the primary jumplines and, in some cases, went to very heavy lengths to remove, but this wasn’t a useable jumpline for the distant star was too far away to accurately jump to. Candancen asked if Jaws 04 had the ability to get there and he answered a ‘maybe’ because of the other gravity wells along the route that he could use to steer a bit. When she followed up he said the distance was too great to make a precise jump to, much like their starships, but the bouncing enroute was possible given the proximity of the dead star and an unidentified mass within the nebula. 
 
    He noted that the nebula would also provide problems, but his armor could withstand the sand blast if needed, but Candancen stopped him there and asked about what was in the nebula. The Uriti answered that the overall mass of the nebula appeared as a very weak gravitational field, but there was a spot within it that pulled much harder but not enough to be a planet or star given its weakness in relation to its size.  
 
    It was spherical, but not pulling in the surrounding nebula like a star would. He said there was some clumping around it, but he did not know what it was, for it didn’t match any known behavior of material. It had Corovon in it, but not enough to justify that size. 
 
    “Wait,” Candancen said aloud from the small chamber she was isolated within as her gauntlet linked her to the Uriti through her command ship’s transmitter. “You can smell Corovon?” she asked, though in a telepathic shorthand quite different from English, but over all these years she’d learned to overlap the two in her own mind, and sometimes she ended up talking to the air in order to help her mind translate it into the appropriate mental images. 
 
    Corovon has a different gravity pull, he responded. 
 
    Candancen hesitated a moment. Getting information out of the Uriti was always like an Easter Egg hunt. They’d never just respond to questions with free information, and important facts often slipped out randomly during other conversations, such as just now.  
 
    As far as Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat knew, gravity was an emission that spread out from a source similar to light, but based on how much mass it had and could not be blocked by other objects. All gravity was the same, as far as they knew, and Corovon pulled the same as everything else. So as interested in that object as she was, she took a moment to explore this further. 
 
    “How is it different? It pulls at the same rate, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Acceleration is constant. Source is different flavor.  
 
    “Flavor?” she asked herself without translating as she thought. “What can it do differently?” 
 
    It can talk. This one does not. 
 
    Candancen’s eyes widened as a possible epiphany hit her. “How fast can it talk across stars?” 
 
    We cannot talk, only listen.  
 
    “Who speaks?” 
 
    Stars and Masters. 
 
    “Who are the Masters?” 
 
    Those who speak with meaning. Stars speak with change. 
 
    “What do the Masters say?” 
 
    They have not spoken to me. 
 
    “Have they spoken to the others?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “How do you know what the Masters sound like if you have never heard them?” 
 
    We know. 
 
    Candancen bit her lip. Sometimes it felt like she was talking to an annoying computer, but the truth was Uriti minds were just so damn different it was hard to get them to overlap enough to communicate…but then again that was her job, not Jaws 04’s.  
 
    “Does the object in the nebula hum?” 
 
    I feel it. Pattern does not change. It does not speak. 
 
    The Wrangler snapped her fingers. She was finally getting somewhere. 
 
    “What do stars say?” 
 
    They say what is in them. They say what season they are. They say what will happen. They say what has happened. They say what is happening. They say who is in them. 
 
    “Who is in stars?” 
 
    We are. When we are inside, they sing.  
 
    If Candancen had been holding a cup of red she would have dropped it. After all this time hunting for Hadarak and being unable to scan very deep within stars, Jaws 04 was telling her that the Uriti could tell if they were in there or not…but wait. 
 
    “Do they only sing if there is Corovon?” 
 
    Not all stars sing. Some are always silent. Some are never silent. When we enter, star will speak if able.  
 
    “Ok, so not a total detector, but still…” she said to the air, frustrated but relieved to finally be learning this. “Does anything other than Corovon sing?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Many things. Different songs.  
 
    “Does Star Force sing these songs?” 
 
    You hum Corovon and…  
 
    Jaws 04 couldn’t explain what else because they hadn’t established telepathic identities for the concept, so Candancen got a slew of images and feelings that were hard to sort through. He had to send them at least 15 times before she started to piece them together and she was grateful for his patience. Eventually she picked out what it was, or at least what she thought it was. The other Uriti had talked to each other about it, and it seemed some ships hummed beyond Corovon, and the ones that did were some of the Borg vessels. 
 
    And Candancen knew that some of them carried Materia and some did not. That was her best guess, and she was willing to bet a planet that captured Essence hummed somehow. They’d always known that Magicite got heavier with more Essence in it, but they’d never guessed it was a different kind of gravity being added, just more of the same.  
 
    “Does the object in the nebula sing this song?” 
 
    No.  
 
    She frowned. If the Vargemma were there they’d have all kinds of Essence bottles laying around.  
 
    “Does anything move there?” 
 
    It is dark beyond. 
 
    “Behind it?” 
 
    The stars beyond sing, then they do not, then they sing again. 
 
    “As you move through this system?” 
 
    It blocks their song.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” the Wrangler said, guessing to some kind of high level cloaking device, possibly shielding against something that Star Force didn’t even know existed, let alone had a way to detect…except apparently the Uriti could. “How far away is the object?” 
 
    She got an approximate position, but as Jaws 04 suddenly moved away from the remains of the Stargate outpost to get some parallax on the target, the object got narrowed down enough for her to overlay on the already mapped exterior of the nebula…and it was well within the boundaries. 
 
    “Conventional ships making a jump there would get incinerated by the friction,” she said to herself. “But a Stargate effect bypasses the mass. How cute.” 
 
    “How fast could you go to get to the object and stop before you hit it?” she asked, taking a wild chance that he would answer something intelligible, but to her surprise he fed her a clean acceleration profile based on the mass of the object as far as he could sense, then he gave her a second one that was much more favorable. 
 
    “What’s the difference between the two?” 
 
    One is with song, the other is not. 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and she actually fell backwards from her standing position onto the knee-high padded pedestal that others liked to sit on when engaged in telepathic conversation, though she rarely did, but the full implication of that simple statement would change everything for Star Force going forward. 
 
    “You stupid Uriti,” she said to herself and not him. “You’re a lot more advanced than we thought. Thanks for the early birthday present.” 
 
    Candance’s euphoria at the recent revelations dimmed quickly as Jaws 04 sent her a warning. 
 
    The glowing ones are coming. Do we fight or run? 
 
    “Where?” she asked, immediately linking into the battlemap network as she mentally switched gears and sent an alert to the bridge and the overall fleet.  
 
    They come from the object. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    The glow overlaps. Many sparks. 
 
    That meant a fleet popping into the Stargate Effect would have a surge with the push to get them here, then coasting with less Essence use. Good thing this Human wasn’t as stupid either, because she was able to translate that explanation clearly.  
 
    “Get back to the carrier, we are leaving now. They are coming to kill you.” 
 
    Thankfully Jaws 04 didn’t argue, instead turning and heading towards the carrier as Candancen recalled it and had it race to his position while she got updates from him but couldn’t see the approaching glows herself…but she doubted she would until they were right on top of her. Thankfully the Uriti seemed to be ultra sensitive to Essence too…which was why even a little flash across a star system was enough to get their obsessive attention. Fortunately Jaws 04 wasn’t reacting that way. Whatever Bahamut Zero had told them in his message seemed to have knocked out the ‘pursue and destroy’ command encoded into their genome. 
 
    When she asked him about that as he reboarded the carrier the explanation was simple. Their orders were to destroy the glowing ones, and if they could not they were to warn. And Jaws 04 had just warned her. Apparently Star Force was seen as their masters now, and Candancen really wanted to know what Bahamut Zero had said to them to make that change.  
 
    So they were still just as obsessed, but when their ‘masters’ were here they deferred to them. She wondered if the ‘masters’ were the Lurkers or something else.  
 
    They are not, he said as the doors on the carrier were slowly closing and the ship was already accelerating back towards the star with her escort fleet paralleling it as the system defenders were reforming to take on the Vargemma when they arrived…wherever they arrived. They are destroyers. We no longer follow their orders. We follow orders of the masters. Old masters abandoned us. Old masters demand we be destroyed. You save us. You protect us. You are our masters now. 
 
    “When did that change occur?” 
 
    Masters must glow. Only those that glow can defeat others that glow. We cannot defeat old masters. We cannot glow. You can glow. You save us. You teach us. You are masters now. The herd will fight when you decide. We wish to fight the ones that glow.  
 
    “So do I, but we have to learn more about them first. If I glow now, will you attack me?” 
 
    No. We do not attack masters. Only threats to master. All who glow are threats to masters. Masters are not threat to masters. 
 
    “Simple enough,” she said, causing an Essence rush around her body just to check. She was low because of the training she’d been doing during the interstellar jump…which was the only time she could practice her Essence skills without Jaws 04 attacking her, or so she’d thought. Apparently that wasn’t an issue now, for he didn’t move as the doors finally closed on him. “Well that’s a relief…” 
 
    Candancen cut off mid-sentence as she got hit with a massive burst of Essence…so big it nearly overwhelmed her, but it wasn’t weapon grade. It was just raw Essence, and felt like she was dipping her hand into fully charged Magicite, though this was much more powerful than the few times she’d actually done that during her Neo training under Wilson’s direct care. He had some of the largest Magicite repositories in the empire, but this was far more potent. 
 
    It didn’t last long, and suddenly she was within a ball of Essence several meters from her body’s perimeter, but as she absorbed it, and absorbed it easily, it slowly shrank down until it pulled back within her body and left her so high it felt like she’d eaten a box of ambrosia in a single bite. 
 
    But that overload faded, and what she realized was that her depleted state was now completely gone. Jaws 04 had just refilled her using its own Essence like the Hadarak had done for the Lurker when it nearly killed Paul. 
 
    “Thanks,” she told him as they coasted through their microjump as a fleet towards the central star in the system and another chunk of the mystery of the Uriti was revealed. “This is fucking awesome!” 
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    July 30, 128537 
 
    Kanethrol System (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Bren-5288 was the commander of the massive fleet stationed outside the front doorstep of the mysterious Vargemma domain. The Stargate station was destroyed, but Star Force wasn’t leaving. The Vargemma hadn’t done anything since the station self-destructed, but now with a Uriti in the system they had come out of their hole. 
 
    He couldn’t see it, despite his Essence skills, but apparently the Uriti could and indicated the enemy fleet was on their way out of a distant nebula, which apparently contained their stronghold. Yet after the Uriti left no attack came, though they did get close enough for him to see them. It was little more than a series of flashes on the edge of the system…on the very deep edge of the system far beyond where the Stargate station had been…and based on what they had learned thus far he guessed that was them turning around, for no ships appeared on sensors.  
 
    But in order to turn around they had to have a beacon here to send them back. They also had to have some surveillance in the system to know the Uriti had arrived, and then left again. That meant there were scouts in the system, and now that he knew that he intended to find them. 
 
    The fleet launched all its drones, some 4.2 million of them, and began scouring the system as Bren played a game of chess with the unseen enemy. He made it look like general scanning, but what he was really doing was maneuvering ships into specific areas with Archons onboard that could sense Essence, then he moved drones and his own command ship out to the area where he had seen the enemy fleet turn around. 
 
    When he did, he saw two more flashes. He mentally recorded the approximate position of them and moved closer. It took a while to search the area, but eventually one of the other Archons found them sitting there in the Essence realm and otherwise invisible.  
 
    Bren moved right over top of them, barely 30 miles away while not risking them reverting back inside his own ships. There was just a little Essence rush marking their position, and he assumed that was what held them there. If it ended they would pop back up, and they probably thought they could hold here until his ships left then come back out…but they’d need someone with eyes to tell them when, if they didn’t have a way to sense out of the Essence realm. 
 
    So there were probably other scouts here, but they couldn’t all be hiding this way. So how were they avoiding detection? 
 
    If they didn’t have a good cloaking field then they’d have to stay at distance to avoid being picked up. That meant they needed to be flushed out, and if they were hiding very far away from the star that was a lot of ground to cover. Fortunately he had an insane number of ships to do it with. 
 
    When he gave the order the patrols moving around the star in an orderly fashion suddenly shot out in all directions, leaving the innermost part of the system empty and expanding out spherically like a balloon inflating. Bren moved his own ship out as well, abandoning the ‘sunken’ ships while leaving behind a few probes that hopefully wouldn’t be noticed from the far away spotters. 
 
    It took more than a week before those probes reported back, and when they did they were quickly destroyed…but not before they got sensor scans on the pair and what type of cloaking devices they were using.  
 
    They weren’t bad, and were more than null fields. These could actually produce a mimicked image of what was behind them, but not a very good one. It was fine for distant starlight, but get in front of a planet or the star and they wouldn’t be able to defeat good sensors.  
 
    So they had to stay back and observe from afar, and when this pair saw they were exposed they immediately ran further out into the system where the gravity was getting painfully weak, then they split up, but Bren could still track them because some of the nearest drones…who were supposed to be too far away to track them…were equipped with Ghostbane sensors. Bren wished all his ships were, but the expensive sensor was only equipped on special occasions and was a bit cumbersome.  
 
    Standard warships didn’t carry them on the drones, but the newer versions of the warships themselves had at least a low powered version. Most of the warships here were old, but still more advanced than most of what the other races in the galaxy had. The top line ships Star Force produced had mostly been sent to the Core to fight the Hadarak, though Bren had some here, just not enough. But now that he had some of his Ghostbane-equipped hunters on the scent, these two Vargemma ships were not getting away.  
 
    That meant he had two chases going on, for they’d split up, then another drone got lucky enough to pick up a fluctuation in a cloaking field. It was minimal, but the Star Force crews were being meticulous as they searched the system and finally they’d hit pay dirt. This one didn’t run, rather going sunken and hiding, but a probe drop nearby would reveal him when he came back up, and Bren’s fleet had all the time in the world to wait. 
 
    As for the two that were exposed, they were eventually run down and hit with disabling weaponry, ripping their cloaking fields off and letting the sensors get a good look at them just before they too disappeared into the Essence realm. 
 
    The ships were not the same model, and didn’t look to be even from the same race. One was elongated similar to how Star Force warships were, but the other one was a ring with three orbs in the center with what looked like thin icicles rising off them, but the ring remained a perfectly smooth white hull. 
 
    They were still hiding, all three of them, by the time a Borg vessel arrived in the system with new orders for the fleet. 
 
    “We’ve got three sunken ships at different locations pinned down,” Bren reported to Greg-073’s hologram. “Scouts to relay information to the main fleet would be my guess. We still haven’t been able to pick up any transmissions, but they are talking to each other unless they have a way to sense us from the Essence realm. I’d guess there are more out there watching that we haven’t found. I assume you got the Uriti update?” 
 
    The trailblazer nodded. “That’s why I’m here. It’s time to go say hi.” 
 
    “How? That gravity well isn’t big enough to jump to fast enough, and if we go the slow route and they have a way of getting to use, they can pick us apart during the 5 month coast phase, at best. Not to mention the nebula friction.” 
 
    “We’re not waiting that long.” 
 
    “You bring some special toys?” Bren asked. 
 
    “Nope. Just a special brain. Observe,” Greg said as he assumed command of the fleet with a thought, retasking hundreds of drones to a low stellar orbit jumppoint enroute to the nebula.  
 
    “Kamikaze?” 
 
    “Not when we don’t know what’s there, but we will be losing most of the drones…even if they don’t attack.” 
 
    “You’re…oh, right. I get it.” 
 
    “Prove it,” Greg challenged. 
 
    “Rocket line?” 
 
    “Good boy,” he said approvingly. “Should be able to trim some time off the trip, and the other drones can surf the nebula to get out of the way if they survive. Let’s see how this works…” 
 
      
 
    3 weeks later… 
 
      
 
    After a slow jump out of the system and a long coast phase, it came time for the 6 long chains of drones locked together like Legos to begin to decelerate. They all used their gravity drives to pull on the distant star as well as push against the nebula and the object ahead, but they had nowhere near enough gravity to work with to slow the speed they were approaching with. Still, they trimmed a fair amount off before getting near the nebula perimeter and the sandblasting that was about to occur when they hit the thin outer edge of it. 
 
    No enemy ships had appeared to stop them, and Greg didn’t have eyes on what was happening, for the relay lag was unbearable given the moving position of the transmitters. Only some basic position data would creep back until one of the drones got stopped and began transmitting normally, for they hadn’t been equipped with any better transmitters than what they normally had. 
 
    The 6 chains had launched simultaneously then drifted into a hexagonal arrangement around the jumpline facing the target so they would be out of each other’s way when the first drone on each detached like a bullet being fired from them. In reality it was the mooring beams in overload, each pushing so hard and fast they actually damaged both drones, but the kinetic energy bled off was worth it, for the now wayward drone was moving faster than before while the rest of the chain was moving a bit slower. 
 
    A minute later the next drone was launched, and the next and next until only two remained. When those split the last drone got the largest braking push of the all and came to a near stop with its gravity drives running as high as they could to continually brake, but it still wasn’t enough. It and the other 5 nearby, the last of the Mohicans so to speak, all deployed their shields forward into braking mode, creating umbrella-like shapes that continually altered depending on how much nebula material they ran into.  
 
    The thinner it was the wider they would get, then when it got thicker they would narrow down into cones, eventually bringing all 6 to a halt while their brothers had either deflected off the nebula onto routes through it, using the friction on the shields to navigate into new courses to avoid the thicker stuff towards the center, or they couldn’t redirect enough and got burnt up by the friction on courses sufficiently away from the target that they did not want to hit…today at least. 
 
    That left 6 drones in holding position just inside the outer bands of the nebula. One of the drones reversed course, slowly moving back out so it could transmit in the clear while the others formed a dotted chain as the first of them headed in towards the object that was still obscured, but now visible on sensors as a giant black orb. 
 
    No signal was coming from it, but with the nebula around it highlighting the void it stood out easily. The drones kept their distances as they relayed information, then when instructions finally got to them from Greg the first of them got closer and closer…  
 
      
 
    The trailblazer was watching over a 9.4 hour delay, for the drones were not equipped with interstellar coms with the big, power sucking transmitters, and he was surprised there was no reprisal. There were no sensor beams being reported coming from the object. In fact it wouldn’t even reflect back the drones’ own sensors. He began to suspect that the Vargemma were so insistent on hiding that they never bothered to scan the nebula around them.  
 
    The drone creeped its way all the way up to the null field barrier…then it began to malfunction. The second drone in line saw it cross inside the boundary, with no signal coming back and very messed up data during the passage. It took Greg’s people nearly 8 minutes before they sorted it out, in which they determined the drone itself was malfunctioning along the line of progress into the field. 
 
    The portions of the drone within the field couldn’t talk to those outside it, meaning this wasn’t a normal null field. He waited 6 hours on the drone to come back out again, for it had been programmed to retreat on physical contact with anything solid inside, but it never returned. That suggested that this field might be an outer boundary with clear space inside that was the actual defense perimeter. The drone could have been blown apart on the other side but he’d never know it because no transmissions were getting through. 
 
    So he did the only thing he could. He reprogrammed the second drone in line to just dip inside halfway, record what it saw, then come back out. If it got shot he’d be able to tell from the end still visible, but what happened was far worse.  
 
    The drone wasn’t shot, but it was destroyed…at least the portion that had passed inside the field. Every bit of circuitry that the field touched was blanked. The data was lost and the hardware had to be rebooted from defaults because all software not physically encoded was lost as if someone had hit a massive delete key. That meant the first drone might not have been destroyed, but it had no way to function inside except on defaults…and the order for it to return had not been physically encoded into the hardware.  
 
    It was the equivalent of a person getting a head wound and their memory wiped. Their genetic code was still intact, along with all the information it contained, such as how to breathe, but all the stuff learned over the years was lost, and the Star Force drones had a massive amount of data in them that allowed them to operate outside of remote control if it was lost or, for operations like this, where direct control was not possible. 
 
    That meant any drone going in would lose whatever data it recorded unless it could physically encode that data. And that wasn’t something the drones had been built to do…ever. No field such as this had ever been encountered, nor was detailed in the V’kit’no’sat database. So this was either some advanced technology beyond them or an Essence effect, and Bren suspected the latter, but without getting an Archon within range Star Force had nothing that could detect Essence to put on a drone. 
 
    So Greg had some physical encoding crystals built and loaded up onto three more drones, then had them stacked into chains and delivered the same way, sacrificing the other drones to be destroyed or lost as they drifted around the nebula, though some were still transmitting enough to be picked up, but their engine power was so limited here they couldn’t return to base position for years.  
 
    Greg also had some old school thrusters added to the three newly delivered drones designed to work off the nebula material itself. That gave them three ways to navigate the gas field, first being the limited gravity from the object, second from the shield modifications that allowed them to ‘swim’ by pushing the gas around them, and now third by ionizing it inside tiny rocket thrusters and magnetically expelling the solidified particles close to lightspeed, which was by far the most efficient method since they had an unlimited amount of hydrogen gas to collect. 
 
    That meant they were the fast 3 drones whereas the other surviving four and a half were slow as hell in comparison. One of the three gradually approached the field, then creeped into it, moving at about a foot per second for the half mile long drone. It stopped halfway in, waited 22 seconds, then pulled back out again even slower, for it was only using gravity drives to not send exhaust towards whatever was inside.  
 
    When it pulled back out its electronics were blanked, just like before, but the crystals designed for data collection were now physically locked and the limited amount of data was now accessibly once the drone’s systems rebooted in the affected sections. 
 
    That information got relayed through the nebula to the outermost drone holding position to send a signal back to the fleet some 4.9 lightyears away. When it arrived Greg was surprised, for there was no defense perimeter, and no hollow space at all, aside from a few mile gap in which the first drone was now sitting stationary with the front end kissing a massive wall.  
 
    Their drone had scanned the wall, briefly, once its systems reset on the other side, but there were no ports, weapons or otherwise, on it for hundreds of miles. Beyond that they couldn’t see, for the wall curved ever so slightly. What the drone could tell was that the field was a double blind, for it couldn’t see anything through it, nor sense the incoming signals from the outside, which the other drones were purposely transmitting for this test.  
 
    The wall itself was a hybrid metallic compound unknown to Star Force, but the drone hadn’t been programmed to analyze it, so it just ducked back out and transmitted the brief glimpse at what lay beyond. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Bren asked him as they watched the update together, but from different ships as they simultaneously monitored any activity from the sunken ships that stubbornly would not come back up…and whose number had increased to 8 as the fleet found and scared more into Essence hiding. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it is,” Greg said, a bit awe-inspired. “If the mass readings are right, that thing is mostly hollow. That means it’s a legitimate Dyson Sphere, and far bigger than anything we’ve ever tried to build times a million.” 
 
    “And they don’t have it defended, do they?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We can probably cut our way inside, but we’ll get hit with an Essence attack as soon as they locate the incursion point. We’ll be sitting ducks if we use anything other than drones.” 
 
    “So how do we invade that thing?” 
 
    Greg smiled. “I don’t know. You got any ideas?” 
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    February 28, 128538 
 
    Kanethrol System (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Drilling work into the Vargemma stronghold had to be done remotely, with the work on the far side of the disruptive barrier occurring based on programming alone. An old school shuffling relay had been built inside a drone that was now sitting on the barrier, with one side on the exterior and one inside. Signals would not pass through, but crystals would. They had to be encoded with information then mechanically dragged to the other side, read, then recoded and sent back. It allowed for slow communication as to what was happening, and so far the Vargemma seemed to not even know the drones were there. 
 
    Bren wasn’t sure if that was because they weren’t aware or just didn’t care, but the drilling through the outer layer had shown a synthetic material that was 68% the strength of Yeg’gor, but fortunately it wasn’t very thick. Only 6.3 meters of the stuff was holding back a thermal barrier, inside of which was a seemingly natural rock layer.  
 
    That didn’t last long, for it quickly turned to magma the deeper they got. Different equipment had to be sent in, and that meant more delay and more sacrificed drones to get the equipment to the location without having to go the very slow route. Several automated supply ships had been sent that way, creeping towards the target and drifting off jumplane to avoid collisions with the faster drone linked convoys that were expediting certain equipment. So far no person had been sent, for if the Vargemma fleet appeared the Star Force ships wouldn’t have enough gravity to work with to effectively run away, let alone fight them, unless they chose to confront the invaders with conventional weaponry only. 
 
    Bren couldn’t take that chance, so everything was grindingly slow, but eventually the breach point, which now had an airlock installed on it so it wouldn’t drain the magma out into space, had an extending column building up through the magma layer and taking the drilling teams with it to the underside of another rock layer. The Archon hoped this was the underside of the crust on the inside of a Dyson Sphere, and the colder the rock got the more he realized he had been right.  
 
    Then the day came when the transmission of the first images came back to him across the lightyears gap, showing the drilling drone, which was no more than two meters wide, pushing out of the rock into dirt…then roots…before it popped up into air with the vision sensors kicking in and showing a tree canopy from the underside.  
 
    Small reconnaissance drones were then ordered up through the tunnel after a multiple day delay, with them finally giving Bren the information he needed. 
 
    It was a Dyson Sphere, with a tiny pinprick of a star at the center. The land was flatter than on any planet Star Force possessed, for the curve was so slight as to not be there at all. The drones had to float up above the trees to see what was around them, and there wasn’t a bit of technology or inhabitation visible on the surface…but up in space was another matter entirely. 
 
    The recon drones, which were little orbs the size of basketballs, were programmed not to use active scans, but the incoming light from above, when amplified, showed them quite a bit. There was nothing directly overhead in ‘orbit,’ and within a Dyson Sphere there was no such thing as orbit, for the curve of the land was reversed and arching up rather than down.  
 
    But the little drones couldn’t see that through the haze of the atmosphere until they enhanced the view, then they could see almost every bit of land rising up all around them and even across the vast gap of space to the other side. They were inside a giant ball with the land on the inside rather than the outside, and that ball had a radius of 58 million miles. 
 
    Bren couldn’t believe what he was seeing. That meant the entire sphere was slightly smaller than Venus’s orbit around the sun and it had an internal surface area trillions of times larger than the total surface area of Earth. 
 
    No wonder the Vargemma hadn’t detected their presence, and even the Uriti had not been able to see the full size of this thing, only the tiny, tiny star in the center that was really just a reactor. Multiple tubes or shield conduits, it was hard to tell given the distance involved, appeared to be sending material to the center of the Dyson Sphere for the hydrogen fusion to take place, then pulling away the resulting helium and dumping it back into the nebula that was apparently feeding the reactor its hydrogen. 
 
    It was ingenious, because the full mass of the nebula was so spread out it wasn’t jumpable, but if it all came together into one gravity well it would become a large, normal star. The Vargemma had pulled in little pieces of it, created the reaction, then expelled the resultant waste material to avoid a large mass forming. Even now the central ‘star’ was little more than a planet in mass, and that’s what the Uriti had ‘seen,’ not the thin sphere surrounding it. 
 
    But that wasn’t all of it, for within the massive void around the mini star was infrastructure. Lots of infrastructure, including fleets of ships looking like decorations on a Christmas tree there were so many of them. From across the gap the little drones could see massive cities sporadically dotting the backdrop of landscape, but they were few and far between, and Bren’s gut told him this place was mostly uninhabited for its size, but there had to be at least hundreds of planets’ worth of population just on those ‘orbital’ facilities, most of which were far from the exterior ‘surface.’ 
 
    He relayed his findings out through the battlemap under encryption, so only those with the necessary access could see them, then he waited for Greg to decide what to do next…but the trailblazer was mum in that regard. Other than get more information, he didn’t know what to do either after they tested a biological mass passing through the barrier field and confirmed that if a person went through their mind would be blanked the same way a computer would, meaning they couldn’t send an invasion force even if they wanted to risk it. 
 
    It would have to be all drones with no remote control possible from here. They’d have to put someone on the outside of the field and use the crude shuffle relay to get any sort of real time interface going, and just because the Vargemma hadn’t found them yet didn’t meant they couldn’t if they attracted attention. If they used their Stargate Essence technique, they could move their ships through the solid walls of the Dyson Sphere, pop outside, shoot the Star Force ships, then pop back inside. 
 
    Greg hoped the other trailblazers would figure something out, but if he couldn’t then Bren wasn’t too confident the others would. He didn’t rule it out, for they’d worked wonders before, but Greg was here with the most information and he was stumped as much as Bren was.  
 
    And while this probing was going on, the Vargemma were not idle. Not finding any Uriti or Ysalamir to hit, they’d progressed to harassing Star Force’s most formidable systems, including Shangri-La. They’d assaulted it, killed the inhabitants on 6 planets, then bugged out after losing one of their Olopar. Bren was glad they’d finally killed one, but the losses were not worth it. Apparently the Vargemma made the mistake of assuming Sol was the most heavily defended system in the empire…which it was, per planet. But Shangri-La was far larger, and while having less planetary defenses, they had a much larger combined fleet, and once it had collapsed on the invaders as they tried for a 7th planet kill with their heart attack weapon, it had been overloaded with kamikaze drones. 
 
    They’d all passed through, as they’d done before, but each one had to be drawing down the Essence reserves, and eventually the other defenses were penetrated as it charged for its main attack…then the whole thing blew to pieces as more kamikaze drone strikes hit it and the kinetic impacts ripped the thing apart. 
 
    The Vargemma fleets hadn’t stayed after that, but they had hit other systems, all Star Force strongholds. It was like they were trying to intimidate Star Force by showing them how futile resistance was, and eventually, after another 8 months of this crap and trillions of people killed across 19 systems, not to mention wildlife losses far larger than that, a demand was finally made. 
 
    Another ship showed up in Sol and transmitted a message before it left, demanding that Star Force kill all of its Uriti and stop fighting the Hadarak in the Core, citing resistance only emboldened them and their assaults needed to be deescalated. They said Star Force could continue to evacuate people, but they could not fight the Hadarak. And failure to heed this demand would mean more systems would be hit. 
 
    That was when Bren made the decision to volunteer himself, and only himself, for a reconnaissance mission to the barrier. Greg overruled him, but after some lengthy arguments and a few sparring matches he finally beat some sense into the trailblazer, who didn’t want anyone going if it wasn’t him. 
 
    But Bren wasn’t a trailblazer, and while Greg was here he wasn’t even fleet commander. He was valuable, but he wasn’t that valuable. He didn’t want to die, but Star Force couldn’t just wait this out and the Director had already stated through the battlemap that Star Force would not back down from the Hadarak and that they’d kill the Uriti over his dead ass.  
 
    Greg hated letting someone else risk themself, but Bren was an Archon too and they’d come to an agreement. Star Force citizens were being murdered across the galaxy and there was little they could do to stop it, only mitigate it when it began. The answers lay with what was inside that stronghold, and they needed to know what that barrier was if they were going to have a chance of penetrating it. 
 
    Point of fact, they needed to know if it was Essence and if it could be penetrated by Essence…and whether or not that would set off an alarm inside. Bren knew this might be a suicide mission, but he wasn’t going in unprepared. He evacuated his entire command ship, then took three other empty warships with him on the slow route in. That meant 5 months travel creeping in towards the nebula then decelerating against the micro-star’s gravity and what else they could get from the surrounding nebula.  
 
    When they finally hit the edge of it they hadn’t slowed down enough, so they had to use the friction to come to a halt, then very slowly move to rendezvous with the automated ships, one of which was on the outside of the nebula and acting as a more powerful transmitter. That hadn’t alerted the Vargemma, but when the warships got near the barrier Bren kept waiting for an attack, either from the ships or from the Sphere itself. 
 
    Neither happened, and his donut-shaped command ship kept getting closer to the barrier, which he could already see with his enhanced eyes was made of Essence…or maybe enhanced by Essence. Regardless, it glowed dimly. Very dimly for something that size, which was probably why the Uriti couldn’t see it from lightyears away.  
 
    Bren stopped the ship only a kilometer away from the barrier, then walked into a dropship and had a mooring beam from the ship attach itself to the dropship in order to allow him to ‘fly’ it in an efficient manner, for the gravity was so weak he almost could have got out and swam through the gas faster.  
 
    He also needed the precise movements to avoid hitting the barrier, which seemed not to exist at all on sensors. Bren could see it easily, so he had the dropship towed up next to it, then he opened the rear hatch and swung it around facing the barrier, getting within two meters of it at the closest.  
 
    The Archon walked out in the artificial gravity of the dropship, looking at the magnificent thing. The Essence was of a variety he had never encountered before, immensely complex and almost beautiful. It was also laced with non-Essence energy similar to a cloaking device, but heavily altered by the mixing.  
 
    “Ok,” he said to himself, hoping this wouldn’t set off an alarm. “Time to see if I can get through.” 
 
    He knew his telemetry was being sent back to Greg constantly, but the comm lag didn’t allow him to talk to him or vice versa. He was on his own here, but if he did die the trailblazer would have record of it. Bren wasn’t going to walk through the barrier, for he didn’t want to get mind wiped, but his Essence was another matter. 
 
    He caused a rush, wondering if that would be enough to attract attention. He held it for nearly half an hour, watching for a respond and getting none, before he finally caused it to stretch out into a ‘stick’ extending from his right arm. He pushed it into the barrier, feeling it get whittled away on contact.  
 
    He frowned. That had never happened before.  
 
    He tried again with the same results, then he tried to harden his Essence to the max and found he could get a little more penetration before his ‘stick’ was destroyed where it hit the barrier. Then he tried to make a hollow tube out of it, and make it very thick, hoping to push through and create a small empty area inside for signals to pass through and, hopefully later, a person…but it failed miserably.  
 
    The barrier was strong, very strong, and everything he put into it fell apart like a snowball, including his ‘straw,’ but at least he confirmed the barrier was more than a couple inches thick, for he got that far before he lost control of his own Essence to the field. 
 
    “Damn it, they said defense was based on converting the enemy’s Essence into your own, and this thing is conscripting mine like it wanted to bolt. Greg, this is a no go. I’m going to stay here and work the relay to see what I can find, but this barrier is definitely Essence based and far more complex than we thought. I don’t think you’re going to have any better luck. I’m not dead yet, and unless this spooked them I think I’m in the clear. I’m going to wait ready to run, but if I’m not approached I’m holding position. Figure this thing out, buddy, because we’re not getting any people through the barrier.” 
 
      
 
    Greg frowned when he finally got Bren’s message, for if they couldn’t get people through the barrier and couldn’t remotely control drones through it, the enemy was pretty much secure in their position. He could try a kamikaze attack with drones from this side not slowing down, but that Yeg’gor-light armor would absorb most of the collision and the magma beneath would solidify in the wound, resealing it soon thereafter.  
 
    They had to hit the Vargemma in their own backyard in order to draw their attention inward and prevent them from making attacks elsewhere, but how were they going to do it? That sphere was beyond anything Star Force could even begin to produce, and the more limited information that came back via the recon drones showed a massive and mostly empty Dyson Sphere with a heavy defense fleet inside with hundreds of Olopars.  
 
    But there wasn’t just one version of ship in there. He could see different fleet designs, ostensibly from different races. They had the perfect hiding spot where nobody could counterattack them, and enough resources on the surface of the sphere to supply them with everything they needed for an unlimited amount of time.  
 
    Something about that didn’t feel right to Greg until he got another update from Bren. It was weeks later, but the Archon had used the limited remote controls available through the shuffle relay to get some technology samples from the outer shell, for it wasn’t just an armor barrier.  
 
    That technology sample included three components Star Force was familiar with that were high end, plus another 6 that were completely unknown to them and beyond current comprehension. They were not primitive, but highly advanced, and even the three that were known were far beyond the technology of the Vargemma ships that had attacked Star Force to date.  
 
    The images of the infrastructure in space was painfully limited, and even active sensors from the surface wouldn’t have given enough data, but Greg was betting that what he was seeing was of the same make and model of the ships and NOT the construction of the Sphere…which meant the Vargemma probably hadn’t built this thing. Someone else had and they were just occupying it? 
 
    Maybe. Or maybe the Vargemma were just using their second line troops, but Greg didn’t think so. He was getting the eerie feeling that they’d stumbled onto something even more advanced than the Vargemma, and that was both terrifying and possibly beneficial if they hadn’t been able to unlock its secrets yet.  
 
    “Covenant and Halo,” he told the other trailblazers in a message he sent to them. “I think we’re actually living it out now. We have got to get in there and look around, regardless of the risks. Otherwise they’ll continue to strike us at will, and if this barrier is Essence fed, I’m guessing we’re not going to win the attrition war with them. They’ve got to have an enormous supply. One of us has to get in there somehow, so the sooner you figure out the Stargate effect the better, because that looks like the only way in and out. And mark my words, if we don’t capitulate soon, I’m guessing the Grid Points will be their next target. We don’t have time to wait. One of us has to play Master Chief and get that barrier down for us to spam them with drones. That’s our only play unless you can figure out something else, because I’ve got nothing to hit them with.” 
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    March 7, 128539 
 
    Jepiker System (Home Two Kingdom) 
 
    Forge 
 
      
 
    Vochem had floated around with the fake escort fleet that Davis had left for many months, detailing what he knew of various Jenshar techniques to some of the Archons there before being transferred to the Archon home system…which strangely was not on Earth. The Knights of Quenar had not realized they were based elsewhere, and as soon as he arrived the Head Trainer of their warriors, by the name of Wilson, found him and began asking very specific questions. 
 
    It became apparent to Vochem that Star Force knew more about the Jenshar than the Knights of Quenar were aware, but they had significant gaps that he was glad to fill…at least as best he could. He wasn’t a master by any stretch, but he taught them the way he had learned, which often involved conforming his Jenshar to a specific technique and intermingling it with another’s so they could ‘feel’ the Jenshar and mimic it.  
 
    But that wasn’t enough for Wilson, and he pressed for the reason behind the various techniques, and that was something that Vochem could not provide him. Most of what he did he did by memory, not understanding, though he could read between the lines of the questioning with regard to their attempts to create a Jenshar shield. Wilson never confirmed that, and Vochem knew it was impossible because the Jenshar couldn’t block itself. Every contest, even one with hardened Jenshar into quasi-phyiscal weapons involved one overcoming the other on contact and asserting control, meaning the loser’s construct would melt and the other’s would pass through. 
 
    Then during an exhibition, Vochem had a Jenshar sword extending from his arm blocked by an Archon. 
 
    The Knight of Quenar immediately stopped and backtracked, not understanding what had just happened. What followed was a long conversation that convinced him that Star Force’s breakthrough into the Jenshar had not occurred the same way it had for the Knights of Quenar…or perhaps even for the Vargemma. They had taught them nothing of this clashing of the Jenshar in solidified forms, so either they did not know or they were not giving the Knights of Quenar what Star Force considered to be the basics of the Jenshar.  
 
    That had prompted Vochem to ask for permission to contact the other Knights, and once Davis had given the go ahead the apparently dead Ambassador returned to his people and had a very uncomfortable discussion with them. They were not happy he had disappeared and shared Jenshar techniques with Star Force, but they were even more unhappy with the Vargemma’s sabotaging of the anti-Hadarak efforts and their demand to kill the Uriti while leaving the galaxy at the enemy’s mercy. 
 
    While the Knights of Quenar would be happy to see the Uriti finally dead and gone, the Hadarak had become the worse threat and taking out one of the roadblocks to their expansion was going the wrong way. Plus, the Vargemma had not bothered to explain the demands to his Order, nor the deaths of the Knights on Earth. The Knights of Quenar leadership was stuck with doing nothing…that was, until Vochem revealed his insights as to Star Force’s alternate path with the Jenshar.  
 
    Then had come the knowledge of the Vargemma stronghold. Davis had chosen to share that with Vochem, and it was knowledge the Knights had never obtained from their ‘masters.’ The fact that the sphere was built of technology superior to what the Vargemma used had solidified the ire of the Knights of Quenar, for they’d been told that the Vargemma had constructed the strongholds and were the sole power within the galaxy. But if they were merely squatting on what was a magnificent construct put there by others, then that was duplicity enough for them. 
 
    Combined with the murder of the other Knights, a line was crossed and Vochem returned to Star Force as Ambassador once again, but with a contingent of Jenshar trainers to swap knowledge with Wilson and the Archons as they sought to create a defense against the Vargemma’s offensive power. They didn’t bother to tell the Vargemma that, for they were quietly switching sides in this war and they intended to avenge those killed on Earth if and when they got the opportunity. 
 
    But first they had to learn and teach, and it was becoming clear that there was far more to the Jenshar than they had ever imagined. They’d always treated it as a sea in which to live, never cut off from it and always affected by it. But Star Force looked at it as a power source that they could shut off at will, despite the fact that it inhabited every portion of their bodies.  
 
    The Jenshar was like a book, and each person had different pages of it, but all the pages were of the same material and if one was shared with another it rewrote itself to match the one possessing it. This was how the Knights of Quenar had learned to defend themselves, by rewriting the pages that came there way, and it was also what the Vargemma had greatly enhanced their knowledge of. A stronger opponent could rewrite any attack by a lesser one, but a lesser one had no defense against a stronger attack. It was the hierarchy of the Jenshar users and why the Knights of Quenar had never thought of challenging the Vargemma until they also rose to such a level, but perhaps that was also a ruse on their part to keep the newer acquisitions suppressed. 
 
    By the time Vochem had returned to Forge, what knowledge he had imparted to Wilson had apparently been enough to get them past their plateau, for they now had a very basic technique established to shield themselves from all attacks.  
 
    It was flimsy and unreliable, but it shocked the Jenshar Masters that Vochem had brought with him, and Wilson immediately incorporated them into the testing and refining of the technique that had the Jenshar somehow reflecting and containing the other Jenshar prior to rewriting, almost as if holding it in queue.  
 
    Then Wilson let slip that they had Jenshar weapons that used a reflective effect to store the Jenshar heavily upgraded by a find they’d made. Vochem was not given knowledge or access to that find, but so far the Knights of Quenar had not been able to store Jenshar outside their bodies unless they maintained a stabilization charge. That meant a Knight had to stay with the container constantly modulating the containment aura. If it was left untouched, the stored Jenshar would quickly empty out. 
 
    That was why the Knights of Quenar did not have Jenshar-enhanced weapons that were self-contained and could store up massive amounts. They had technology to move objects when many Knights worked together, including entire cities, but it was all active manipulation of Jenshar and not storage. 
 
    Vochem had assumed Davis’s ring that he stored Jenshar in had to be constantly worn and topped off, but that was not true, for Star Force had learned how to stretch out and delay the emptying enough that they would only have to periodically return to refresh the containment. 
 
    And all this time he had assumed Star Force had used a Ysalamir to wound the Lurker, but now Wilson confided in him that it was actually a Jenshar-enhanced weapon from years of slow storage condensed into a single attack. The Ysalamir did not operate off Jenshar, but Star Force had many such legacy weapons waiting to be used in specific situations, but they did not want to waste them. None had been used in defense against the Vargemma attacks, because Star Force didn’t know where they were going to hit them in order to get the ‘Materia’ there, plus there was no way to guarantee they would work against the absorptive shields of the Olopar.  
 
    Vochem didn’t know how those worked either, nor did any other Knight, but it was clear they could be overcome with enough pressure, and the fact that Star Force had managed to kill one was a big factor in the Knights deciding to align themselves with Star Force. They didn’t want to take on the Vargemma, but doing nothing aided the Hadarak and that was exactly what the Vargemma wanted. The galaxy could be destroyed, but they would survive inside their impressive fortresses while the Knights of Quenar, who had not been allowed access, would also be destroyed. 
 
    So doing nothing was not an option, but taking on the Vargemma was near to suicide…yet the more knowledge was exchanged with Star Force, the more he grew hopeful. If the galaxy was to be saved, it would be Star Force doing the saving and the Knights of Quenar would have to play a support role similar to what they had been doing with the Uriti. 
 
    Then today, out of nowhere, a message from Davis arrived, from wherever he was hiding in his empire, addressed to Vochem specifically. 
 
    “I would like to thank you for the work you’ve done, and in the limited trust you have given us. Though there are still issues with how the Knights of Quenar operate that I cannot ignore, I am not in a position to do anything about it at the moment, as you well know. Hopefully we will not one day be forced into war against each other, for I think you are learning, albeit slowly, but I’ll take what progress I can get,” Davis’s hologram said with a smile.  
 
    “You also saved my life, but in addition to that you helped us obtain all the Uriti…assuming the two that died actually died. I wish we had some evidence of those deaths to be sure, but your recovery of the others has been critical to the development of our herd. In light of our recent alliance and our previous arrangement regarding the Uriti, I am trusting you with a secret recently discovered. In addition to the Ysalamir, it is how we are going to defeat the Hadarak. You once said if I could give you a pathway to victory you would help us…and you already are, so this is a bit backwards, but I give it to you none the less.” 
 
    “Wilson has already informed you of our Materia weapons and how we have to slowly charge them over years, if not millennia, to build up enough charge. The larger number of the Knights of Quenar that can use Essence would speed this process up, as previously discussed, but that is no longer necessary. We have learned that the Lurker can pull Essence from Hadarak, but in truth it does not pull it. The Hadarak has the ability to give its Essence to the Lurker. And so do the Uriti.” 
 
    Vochem’s wolf-like muzzle fell open at that revelation, figuring out the consequences of that statement a split second before Davis said it. 
 
    “We’ve recently learned that they can give their Essence to one of our Archons, and in fact use them as a channel to send Essence into a Materia to accumulate a full charge in a matter of hours. Only the amount of Essence the Archon can sustain passing through them is the issue, for the Uriti and Hadarak appear to be able to deliver as much as needed instantaneously.” 
 
    “That means we can produce Materia in large numbers, and do so quickly. With them we can hunt the Hadarak effectively, and along with the Ysalamiri we have a way to win…if the Vargemma do not take them from us. Perhaps they knew of this capability even before we did, for they are trying to kill the Uriti and we must keep them hidden. If we can defeat the Vargemma, we have a pathway to defeating the Hadarak and open up the conventional war against the minions without interference.” 
 
    “The trouble is, their minions are expanding exponentially and they alone have the ability to conquer the galaxy if unchecked, so we must defeat the Vargemma. If you’ve been holding anything back, please assist us. We have the key to defeat the Hadarak, but we must get past the Vargemma first. I do not believe negotiation is an option. They have to be conquered, one way or another. Not dishonorably, but effectively.” 
 
    “And this is also my opportunity to remind you that if we had killed the Uriti long ago like you wanted, we wouldn’t now have their recharge capability. They also gave us the Ysalamir weapon. They are our key to defeating the Hadarak, and we must return to spawning new ones. We cannot do that, and just recently the Vargemma attacked and destroyed one of their spawning cradles. It’s almost as if they are allied with the Hadarak, for they are doing more damage to us than the Hadarak are.” 
 
    “So…secret given. Do not share it beyond your ranks. You wanted hope. Now you have it.” 
 
    The hologram shut down, and Vochem sat in his Star Force quarters in silence. What Davis had said made simple sense, almost as if he should have known all along and was just blind to it, but that didn’t diminish the implications.  
 
    They’d done it. They’d actually found a way to kill Hadarak en mass, and while Vochem definitely wanted to see these Materia in action, he didn’t doubt their effect after seeing data on the Lurker’s wound. Davis hadn’t said how big these Materia were, but he guessed they were much smaller than Ysalamir, perhaps even mountable on standard warships. Jenshar had curious effects when mixed with physics, and the Vargemma employed many of them…and if Star Force now had a similar capability, with the Uriti supplying the power… 
 
    Vochem stood up, his four spider-like legs going wide as he flexed his entire body in a fiery rage of confidence. The Knights of Quenar had indeed chosen the winning side, but Star Force needed them to find a way to defeat the Vargemma. If the stalemate lasted, even if the Vargemma stopped attacking installations, the Hadarak would win. Star Force had to be free to fight them with their new weapons, and the Knights of Quenar had to give them that cover.  
 
    Vochem didn’t know how they’d do it, but they now had their mission. They had assisted Star Force before, because they had the ability to control the Uriti, and they would do the same now again, because Star Force had the ability to kill the Hadarak and because their nature was so tame he knew they’d never betray the Knights of Quenar.  
 
    But that same tame nature might not be enough to defeat the Vargemma if sacrifices had to be made. If ‘dishonorable’ methods were required to achieve victory, the Knights of Quenar would have to implement them, for he knew Star Force would not.  
 
    Vochem left his quarters, enroute to one of the Knights of Quenar ships. He had to return to his people and make them aware of the gigantic shift that had just occurred, for this information was too sensitive to try and transmit back to their territory. He had to go in person and make them understand that this was their moment in galactic history above and beyond what they had done with the Uriti.  
 
    Star Force was the future of the galaxy, and a peaceful one at that…if the Knights of Quenar could keep them alive. Dark deeds may be necessary in the coming days and Star Force would not have the will to carry them out, but that lack of will also made them safe to ally with, and was therefore acceptable. They could be controlled via their code of conduct, but the Vargemma could not for they were as unscrupulous as the Knights of Quenar, and that made them much more dangerous. 
 
    And yet, Star Force had come so far in such a limited amount of time whereas the Vargemma had hidden from the Hadarak. Perhaps Star Force was right, and they had a methodology that was superior in the long term. Vochem truly wanted to investigate that theory, but there was no time now. The Vargemma had to fall, and fighting honorably might not be enough.  
 
    He wasn’t going to rule out Star Force finding a way, but the Knights of Quenar had to be ready to act to ensure they won, no matter what methods were necessary. Even if it meant breaking their alliance by doing something that Davis could not tolerate, the Knights of Quenar must ensure Star Force wins this fight so they can then protect the galaxy against the worse threat.  
 
    And if it came to a contest of raw effectiveness, Vochem would put his Knights up against the Vargemma any day. They were literally bred for this task, and if there was a means to accomplish a task, they would find and utilize it. No matter what the cost of victory would be. 
 
    The mission came first. And it didn’t matter how much the Vargemma scared him. If he had to go through them, then he and the others would. Death was not failure, only defeat was. And the Knights of Quenar would find a way to win or die in pursuit of their quest. No more waiting and watching. No more lurking in the Rim and pulling strings of others. This was the moment their Order had been created for, though their forbearers could not have anticipated it playing out on this large a scale. 
 
    A rampaging Uriti was of small importance compared to what they now faced, and the Knights of Quenar had to rise to meet the challenges ahead. 
 
    Challenges…perhaps his time with Davis was wearing off on him. But so be it. Whatever made him stronger. They were going to need every advantage they could scrape together, for he knew the Vargemma had not played their full hand yet. And if his fears were correct, they were capable of a great deal more wizardry than they had told his people about. 
 
    And what they had told them already scared him to the bone, for Star Force wasn’t the first race to cross them…and the few others that had tried had been wiped from the face of the galaxy as punishment for their disobedience.  
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    February 15, 128540 
 
    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Vargemma Stronghold 
 
      
 
    Bren had spent months sending drones and supplies through the barrier, and using both to establish a small outpost just inside the armored shell and within the rock layer on the other side, yet shallow enough not to get into the magma layer. The Vargemma hadn’t interfered, nor was there any sign that they even knew, and the Archon had been growing his little base on the other side all the way up until another ship arrived with a trio of people. 
 
    Two were Knights of Quenar, the other was Greg. Bren had given him a long, hard look when they’d met up onboard his command ship, but then let it go. Yes, Greg was too valuable to lose, but he was an Archon and Archons didn’t like leading from behind. And Bren had had a similar argument with him before Greg had allowed him to go, so there were no grounds for him to complain about Greg being here. 
 
    “I trust there’s a plan?” Bren asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “They’re going to punt you and me over the barrier and we’re going to have a look around,” Greg said bluntly. 
 
    Bren’s eyes widened. “Did you ask…” 
 
    “Nope. They’d just say no and we need eyes in there.” 
 
    “How are they getting us across?” 
 
    “The Den’gar will allow us to cross into the Jenshar realm,” one of the Knights explained. “It will bypass the barrier and revert you on the other side. I will carry you across, for this one’s skills are not adequate yet.” 
 
    Greg shrugged. “I can make it work, I just haven’t had much practice.” 
 
    “Did something happen that I don’t know about?” Bren asked. 
 
    “Much,” Greg said. “Nothing that I wanted to encode on drones. We’re working together and swapping techniques. They know quite a bit.” 
 
    “But they’re staying here?” 
 
    “One of us must in order to navigate the other, or we will become ballistic.” 
 
    “How do we get back?” Bren asked. 
 
    “Same way,” Greg said. “We just call for a lift and he’ll pull us back across, even if Bor’ot isn’t with us.” 
 
    “The barrier is made of Essence,” Bren warned. “Is that going to mess with the technique?” 
 
    “When in the Jenshar, nothing of this realm affects you.” 
 
    “Anything I need to know?” Greg asked the Archon. 
 
    “We’ve got room for 4 on the other side, easy. But I haven’t created any real transit tubes up top. Just the ones the drones use, and they collapse regularly. Quite a bit of volcanic activity in this region of the sphere…and no, it’s not from our pinprick. There are volcanos out there that appear to be very old.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “Thousands of miles at the closest, but we’re still getting mild tremors. I need to build a proper tunnel but I didn’t want to risk it yet. And the drones just chew through the debris anyway.” 
 
    “So will we, then. You ready?” 
 
    “I’ve been ready. Can they manage without us?” 
 
    “I’ve given them limited access to my ship’s systems. Enough to run if needed. But we need plenty of supplies on the other side in case we get stranded.” 
 
    “Supplies I have in plenty,” Bren said, referencing the automated supply ships parked nearby the pure black barrier that didn’t reflect even a hint of the blue from the nebula. “They push through easy. You just need the drones ready to catch on the other side.” 
 
    “Make a list,” Greg said eagerly. “Let’s get going…” 
 
      
 
    The two Archons and Knights of Quenar stood on the edge of the barrier inside a dropship only a few meters away. The plan was to use the Stargate technique to get them to the other side, then they could fly using their armor into the airlock covering the hole in the Sphere’s armor. Bor’ot had been given a set of Star Force commando armor, for he had nothing well suited for space beyond emergency procedures. Vech’ni was staying behind on the dropship and doing the pushing, and when Bor’ot disappeared along with the two Archons, the remaining Knight could see them as a Jenshar bubble in front of him. 
 
    He used his own Jenshar to grasp hold of it and move it towards and through the barrier…except it would not go through. It acted as if it hit a physical wall, for the edge of the bubble would not pass within it, nor would it bounce off. It just stopped and no matter how much pressure Vech’ni applied, it would not budge.  
 
    Eventually he pulled it back inside the dropship and peeled the bubble off, pulling the three passengers back into normal reality with odd looks on their faces when their helmets retracted. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Bor’ot asked a split second before Greg could. 
 
    “I cannot penetrate the barrier. The Den’gar will not go through. It is as if it is a solid wall.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Bren said, kicking the toe of his boot into the floor in frustration. “I knew it was too easy.” 
 
    “I thought you said nothing could affect us in the Essence realm?” Greg asked. “Was someone else actively pushing us back?” 
 
    “No. I have never encountered something like this before. I apologize gravely. I do not know what is happening. This barrier defies my knowledge of the Jenshar.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Bren scoffed. “I think it defies theirs too,” he said, pointing a thumb towards the Vargemma inside. 
 
    “Can you elaborate on that?” the trailblazer asked. 
 
    “It’s a gut feeling. I’ve got nothing solid to go on, but the more I see footage of what’s out there, I know they’re squatters. They did not build this place. Someone else did, and they laced it with building materials. There’s even solari laced into the magma. This was built by someone else for someone else to use. Maybe as a cage, or a safe haven. Maybe for the Vargemma by someone else. But whoever built this thing is beyond our technology and far beyond the Vargemma’s. They’ve got sub-atomic restructuring so different from ours the drone systems can’t even identify it.” 
 
    “And you think the barrier is definitely their doing and not the Vargemma’s?” 
 
    “The Vargemma might be powering it, but if they understood even a part of this technology they wouldn’t have such crappy ships.” 
 
    “Their strength is the Jenshar,” Vech’ni reminded him. “They are doing damage without needing advanced technology.” 
 
    “They’d use it if they had it,” Bren insisted. “So you have no idea how to get through this?” 
 
    “I do not even know how it is structured,” the Knight admitted. “Den’gar has never failed us before.” 
 
    “Did you learn it from them?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “Then maybe there’s something they didn’t tell you about it.” 
 
    “Like a passcode?” Greg added. 
 
    “That or there’s a door up there somewhere that will let you through. Can you disrupt this stuff at all?” 
 
    “I will try,” he said, with both Knights raising their hands towards the barrier meters away, but Bren couldn’t sense or see any disruptions within it. Then Bor’ot swore something in his native language that Star Force’s translation programming couldn’t quantify. 
 
    “What?” Greg asked. 
 
    “It conscripts our Jenshar on contact as if it were alive, but I sense no person attached to it. It behaves as if it does not follow the rules of the Jenshar.” 
 
    “Or your rules were never rules to begin with,” Bren lectured. “Just guidelines.” 
 
    “Given by the Vargemma, who were definitely holding stuff back,” Greg finished. 
 
    “No. We learned of the Jenshar on our own. The Vargemma added to our knowledge. This barrier defies all we have learned. It should not exist.” 
 
    “Can you tell us anything about it?” the trailblazer pressed.  
 
    “It is tight matrix. Far too tight,” Bor’ot said. “I do not understand how something this complex could cover such a massive structure. Distance from lifeform diminishes Jenshar control and longevity. The Jenshar should escape it, but I sense no diffusion. It is stable Jenshar, and that only occurs within the body of a living being. I cannot explain it.” 
 
    “Nutfudder,” Greg said, using a custom swear word that Rafa had long ago made up on the fly just babbling, and it’d stuck. “Then we just took a long trip out here for nothing.” 
 
    “We will stay and study the barrier,” Vech’ni said firmly. “We may discover much with time.” 
 
    “Or not,” Bren added pessimistically. “We’ve got to get in there somehow.” 
 
    “I know,” Greg said, blowing out a deep breath. “Just not today, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in Itaru… 
 
      
 
    A trio of tiny Ari’tat walked in formation across what must have seemed like an enormous plaza up towards Mak’to’ran’s platform, for they massed less than his foot all combined. They were flimsy little things, but their place in the V’kit’no’sat had been sealed by their cunning and ingenuity. They could not achieve victory through raw strength, so they provided the empire the other skills that those who did possess the strength never bothered to cultivate to their fullest. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat leader waited until they were nearly out of sight beneath the edge of his platform, then they hopped up on it and walked to metallic pads imbedded within the soft platform that rose up to bring them closer to the Era’tran’s head height and the swirling holographic map of the galaxy to his left. 
 
    “What is the status of Legion?” Mak’to’ran demanded, for he’d given the Ari’tat the privilege and great responsibility for completing the project and keeping it a secret from the rest of the empire…and whoever else might have eyes within. 
 
    “The technology is not easy to construct, and a complete prototype was not fashioned prior to the attack on the shipyards. We are attempting to complete the work, but it is tedious. We cannot field a useable Ysalamir yet, and it is not for lack of trying. We must finish what Star Force did not in order to get the necessary yield from the devices.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed, but he knew better than to expect these Ari’tat of lying to him. He’d chosen them because they were above suspicion, so he was inclined to take them at their word. 
 
    “What estimate of their completion can you reliably give me?” 
 
    “A loose estimate of 3-6 years,” the red one said apologetically. All Ari’tat were born a random color, bright in the extreme and monotone, though variations were often added through medical alteration. Mak’to’ran suspected it was a primitive but effective defense mechanism to avoid being stepped on, though it did also help him tell the tiny V’kit’no’sat apart, for their mental signatures were also nearly identical. “Mass production, if all goes well, will follow thereafter, but we may need to spend a great deal of time increasing effectiveness. We will have useable weapons within a decade. How useable I cannot say, beyond them being able to destroy some Yeg’gor on impact.” 
 
    “Have you been monitoring the Lurker’s path?” 
 
    The tiny eyes on all three Ari’tat blinked in unison. “No. Our efforts are totally focused on the Legion project. Where the Lurker is cannot be a factor until we have a weapon to damage it…unless it approaches one of the test facilities?” 
 
    “It does not, and hopefully it will not be able to find it through means we are unaware of…but the Hadarak do have some means of information gathering that we are not aware of. The Lurker has come to two of the sites where the Ysalamiri were destroyed, as if it could follow their scent. What technology inside them could allow this to happen?” 
 
    “None that we are aware.” 
 
    “Then there must be spies involved…or traitors. You must keep Legion safe, Ari’tat. The empire depends on this.” 
 
    “We know, Mak’to’ran. What else concerns you?” 
 
    The Era’tran altered the hologram and zoomed in on the donut-like band of the Core that belonged to them, then the contentious zone in between V’kit’no’sat territory and the Deep Core that was totally owned by the Hadarak. The path of the Lurker, which was still being monitored by Star Force, showed an erratic course from system to system. 
 
    “It cannot find any more Ysalamir, so it is seeking out the points of greatest resistance and removing them from the path of the Hadarak. I do not think it will be long before it enters our territory ahead of the minion advance, and we have nothing to counter that level of Essence firepower.” 
 
    “Did Star Force not leave any weapons behind?” 
 
    “No. Even their Uriti have been withdrawn. I am told the Rimward enemies are assaulting them as well and nearly killed one of the originals. They must be hidden, and they cannot build new Ysalamir or they will also be targeted and destroyed. But since Legion is going to be destroyed anyway, we are free to use them, and the Hadarak are now our full responsibility since Star Force has withdrawn its war fleets. We will meet them in battle sufficient to deny them the scale required to swarm the galaxy with unending minions, but we must have the weapons to do so.” 
 
    “We cannot accelerate our progress. We are proceeding as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I do not doubt that,” he said, altering the map to highlight another line, this one only three systems long and much closer to the Deep Core. “But time is not our ally in this war.” 
 
    The latest point on the new line zoomed in and highlighted with images taken at that location. 
 
    “Another Lurker has emerged?” 
 
    “Yes, and I do not think it is the only one. We were fortunate to discover it, for it has not assaulted anything yet. I believe the Ysalamir have drawn them out, and without their prime targets they could become emboldened, or just bored enough to take on our worlds in preemptive attack. Or they may merely wait until the Ysalamiri return, but my instincts say otherwise. They will strike at something vital. Perhaps even here if they are more aware of our empire structure than we have previously assumed.” 
 
    “Why has Star Force not left a Materia behind? What do they expect us to fight with?” the blue Ari’tat complained. 
 
    “They expect us to display the dominance we claim is our birthright,” Mak’to’ran said in mild rebuke. “And they have given us their leave to develop the designs our scientists began. That is no small gesture on their part, for they are granting us both the knowledge and the permission to craft weapons that can kill their Uriti.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the Uriti that damaged the first Lurker.” 
 
    “Do you wish to beg them for more assistance or prove your worth?” Mak’to’ran demanded. “They have a much harder war to fight, against an enemy that has weapons we cannot even see. They have the power of the Lurkers, perhaps more. Star Force must deal with it, and we must deal with the Hadarak and their minions. It is the responsibility of our birthright, and we will hold the line to our deaths. But Legion will give us the power to strike back at the Hadarak and the Lurkers in a way we have not possessed before. You must succeed, and you must keep the project a secret. But even that is not enough. You must multiply the project to more sites than the enemy can strike at if they do discover Legion and send multiple Lurkers after it.” 
 
    “Without a prototype, such redundant sites are useless.” 
 
    “Then you will establish and prepare them for when you do have a prototype. Every day that goes by the Hadarak grow closer to victory. We will not waste the days we have. I want 3000 sites, all under extreme secrecy, prepped for the designs you will be providing. And when that happens, I want the weapons as fast as they can be produced. If the production facilities are discovered, they will be the first hit.” 
 
    “Keeping 3000 sites completely secure will be virtually impossible with the amount of resources we are going to be consuming.” 
 
    “That is why I am trusting you to figure out a way…or has your deviousness been over-exaggerated?” 
 
    “There are logistical limitations we cannot overcome without…odd methods.” 
 
    “Then use your odd methods. I want those sites ready to begin production the moment you have feasible designs.” 
 
    “We will have to go in person. I cannot attempt something like this through the Urrtren.” 
 
    “Make it happen. The fate of the V’kit’no’sat depends on your success. And if Star Force fails to overcome this new enemy, then the entire galaxy will depend on us to fight both wars.” 
 
    The Ari’tat all frowned in sync. “Can the Ysalamiri hurt this Essence-wielding enemy? I though they used conventional-sized ships?” 
 
    “I concur. Which means we must draw their attention off Star Force, and we can only do that with Legion. If Star Force falls, I do not believe we will survive the aftermath. They have the Essence, we do not, so the only path to victory I can see is to keep Star Force alive. And to do that we must lure the enemy into chasing Legion in the field.” 
 
    “And they will eventually backtrack them to the production facilities. So we need to expect to lose some of them?” 
 
    “To the Rim threat or the Lurkers. When we produce Legion, we elevate ourselves to prime targets, and I for one do not wish to be in Star Force’s shadow any longer. This is our galaxy to defend, and it is time we earn our keep with victories rather than death counts.” 
 
    “We will not fail the empire. The Ari’tat will create the weapon.” 
 
    “Be quick,” Mak’to’ran warned as he glanced back at the holographic map. “I fear there may be more Lurkers in our midst than anyone is expecting.” 
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    May 10, 128540 
 
    Nephestus System (Repository System, Terraxia Kingdom) 
 
    Ittalika 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul was sitting in an overly cushy chair, staring at a holographic map displayed over his elevated legs while he lost himself in thought. He and the others had been here for almost 4 years now, managing this war from seclusion as system after system got hit randomly. None of the attacks could be protected against, only damage done to the attacking fleets in response that would cause them to bug out before some of their targets got hit. 
 
    They lost people each time, even with new rules dictating that all Star Force personnel wear micro regenerators at all times. Creating that many had been a headache, but by reducing the number of ailments they could heal they’d been able to cut down on the resources required…but not every system had them yet. Each was producing what it could, and some shipping was going out from systems that had reached their quota, but that only meant the heart attack weapons would be ineffective on a mass level. 
 
    And those were the ones that were inflicting the most casualties, but not the ones doing the infrastructure damage. Yet planets like Earth were now totally lifeless as far as wildlife went, and you couldn’t put regenerators on every person from ants to whales on a planet. Right now the trailblazers were coming up with a myriad of ways to reduce damage, but they hadn’t found a way to stop any of it from happening. 
 
    Planetary defenses couldn’t defend anymore. All they could do was kill the attackers, not block a shot. The shields that Star Force had taken centuries to build in order to blanket entire planets were totally useless against these orbital attacks, and so far no actual invasion had taken place, but if they did the Stargate effect would allow them to bypass the planetary shields, meaning Star Force’s basic defense infrastructure was next to useless. 
 
    That meant every fight was a shooting war, with victories being those that had less people die. No-casualty engagements were not possible in this environment, and even the enemy didn’t seem to care if they lost some ships as long as they got their targets. Only their Olopar they seemed to try to preserve, and Paul knew that was because they were essentially Magicite, holding massive amounts of Essence that would be lost when a ship was destroyed…but as for the lives of their crews, they didn’t seem to give a damn about them. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if the enemy was stupid, arrogant, or just had misread Star Force completely. They weren’t going to give in to their demands, and while massive numbers of people were dying…too be bluntly honest…Star Force was so big now those losses were minimal when you looked at the empire at large. They could be replaced easily, aside from a few key personnel that had been lost. Davis living had been a huge stroke of luck, and Paul continually thanked the Knights of Quenar in his thoughts for pulling out that save. Now he and the other ultra sensitive personnel were in hiding while the ‘lessers’ were taking the random hits. 
 
    Paul did not like fighting this way, and in truth it was because they weren’t fighting, just rolling with the blows. All efforts to infiltrate the Dyson Sphere had failed, and a second one had been discovered in the vicinity of one of the other destroyed Stargate stations. This one was smaller, with no nebula around it, but further away from its entry system…at a little under 9 lightyears. That made it even harder to get to, and the first robotic scouts had only started to arrive and report back. 
 
    They were impressive strongholds, on multiple levels, but even when they found a way in it was going to be a slaughter. They had massive fleets inside, and with their Essence weaponry Paul didn’t know how they were going to achieve victory. They couldn’t destroy the Spheres, they were far too big, and an invasion was going to cost so many drones he was worried they might not have enough. Some of the Essence weapons could wipe out entire fleets in short order, so unless he knew how much Essence they had in reserve and fought until it was exhausted, any attack they eventually launched could be one giant waste of resources. 
 
    But someone was going to have to be there to control the drones, for they were too damn inefficient on auto-pilot against an enemy they knew too little about. Send them against the V’kit’no’sat and Paul had an idea of how effective they’d be, for he and the others had programmed them for that enemy, but the Vargemma were too much of an unknown. Star Force had to have people there to adapt to the unexpected, and machines couldn’t do that. They could only do what they were programmed to do, so Paul feared if they just sent them in en mass all they’d do is end up losing them. 
 
    The others didn’t have any answers either, but they were getting better at limiting the Vargemma’s attacks and forcing them to bring larger fleets to accomplish their objectives. The destruction of an Olopar had been a major success, and the fact that the enemy hadn’t been able to destroy all the debris was a boom. They’d been able to analyze a lot of inferior technology in it, coupled with some Essence-laden advanced stuff that was being worked on, because Paul and the others had no idea what it actually did. 
 
    It was looking more and more like the Vargemma had inherited or stumbled across a major technological find and were in the process of reverse-engineering the Essence tech and adding it to their existing stuff, creating an odd but effective blend…and that was another reason Paul really wanted inside that Sphere. There was probably tech that the Vargemma couldn’t understand, and if Star Force could get its hands on it then they’d be even more well suited for killing Hadarak and whatever else would be coming out of the Deep Core in the future. 
 
    No word from Kara had come yet, and he didn’t expect there would be this early, but he wondered what she was getting herself into. They needed to know what was in there, and badly so, but the Vargemma were the immediate threat and one that wasn’t going away. They were a bad roadblock that had to be removed, but Paul didn’t know how to do that, so he often sat during his downtime just staring at the simulated stars on the holographic map and letting his thoughts drift until his level 1 Saiyan body began to object to the stillness and he had to get to the sanctum for another workout. 
 
    He knew he and the others would figure this out in time, but they needed more information and what was coming in from Greg was limited, though fascinating. Paul eagerly ate up any updates, and the bits of map from the interior of the Sphere were fascinating. He knew he was looking at the handiwork of an ancient and extremely advanced civilization…and the fact that they weren’t around made him even more fearful of the Hadarak. If these squatters had taken over in their place, what happened to the builders?  
 
    But while he couldn’t figure this out, more people died and high value targets were lost. The Vargemma had finally gotten around to hitting a Grid Point, and fortunately they only did enough damage to the construct to knock out one of the two magnetic dishes. That left one to catch the incoming ships while a message went out taking that jumpline out of order until repairs could be made. And not surprisingly, that particular Grid Point was on the Hula Hoop, meaning the most heavily active trade route in the galaxy had just been severed for clockwise traffic. 
 
    Star Force could have continued to operate it off the one dish, but if that one went down from another attack or malfunction, all the incoming ships would slam into the construct or miss it and be lost in space, traveling too fast to ever slow down again unless they happened to collide with a black hole or massive star with a sufficiently high magnetic field. If they hit one, lucky as that would be, that was too small, they’d smash right into it and die, meaning Star Force had to be very, very careful with the Grid Point System, and operating on one dish only was not worth the risk for incoming traffic, though they were still allowing outgoing jumps at the site. 
 
    A lot of people disagreed, and the traffic backups were massive as they had to pour through connecting systems and little used gravity jumps to get from one Grid Point to the next over the course of months and, for some of the slower ships, more than a year’s delay, but they had to put up with it, because Star Force was not a democracy…gratefully…and important decisions didn’t come down to what was the most popular or convenient. 
 
    The repairs were ongoing, but the huge chunks of the construct that the Vargemma had vaporized…along with the people inside…were not easy to replace and new components had to be shipped in from neighboring systems or further out in the case of specialty equipment or mass orders, now that the Grid Point was not connected to half the galaxy’s primary shipping lanes. 
 
    If the Vargemma hit more of the crucial locations, they were going to cripple the flow of resources for the civilians and non-aligned races. Star Force was redundant enough they could use traditional trade routes, plus the black hole links, and maintain the flow of resources, albeit considerably slower, but others did not take the time to create the backups because they looked at the Grid Point System as being impregnable. Even the V’kit’no’sat had not taken down one of them during their war with Star Force, so the fact that one had gone down now was a huge shock and disruption to the commerce that depended upon them. 
 
    And add to that the fact that the Grid Points were maxed out on traffic anyway. Star Force needed more of them, and the construction projects that were previously underway had been put on hold when the Hadarak war began, because they couldn’t spare the resources when more and more drones were needed. So as the galaxy grew, more traffic was building up and now that further complicated the disruption. 
 
    Paul had to figure out a way to get at the Vargemma, or they’d just continue to go around and poke holes in the empire he’d helped build, and the enemy had already blown past early estimates as to how much Essence reserves they had. Now the trailblazers had no idea how much they had in reserve or how they were replenishing it, so they’d taken the position of assuming an infinite amount until they learned otherwise. 
 
    And if there wasn’t a limit…at least a known limit…how did you plan a battle against that type of weaponry? The personal shields that Wilson were developing wouldn’t work against naval-caliber weaponry, so other than spamming drones what options did they have? 
 
    Waiting wasn’t one of them, but that’s exactly what they were forced to do while others were taking the hits and dying for the empire…or more accurately just dying when they couldn’t get away from the attacks. Paul and the others were perpetually on edge about that, and there hadn’t been a smile cracked in jest in the Repository for longer than Paul would care to estimate. 
 
    Greg was at least doing something, poking multiple holes in the Sphere with no reaction from the Vargemma. Those holes were being built as access points for an invasion if/when they figured out how to bypass the Sphere’s defense field. None were large enough yet to get a single drone through, but that was on his to-do list, yet it would be pointless if the Vargemma located the holes and just parked above them, comically shooting the drones as they came through with one shot kills. 
 
    Paul was willing to waste as many drones as needed that way to drain the Vargemma’s Essence reserves, but without being able to measure their progress it would be a waste of their small advantage of not being detected yet, as far as Greg could determine. At least they were getting some long range scans of what was in there… 
 
    A knock on his door brought Paul out of his haze, then he felt Sara-012’s mind on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Come in,” he said aloud and telepathically, realizing after the fact that the knock had been both on the door and his skull with a telepathic echo to make sure he heard it. 
 
    A thin and shapely woman with curves etched of pure muscle and long, pure white hair draping down to just above her shoulders walked in and sat down opposite Paul, with a few locks of gold breaking up the nearly all-white montage when combined with her Archon uniform. 
 
    “I don’t like saying this, but we’ve had enough time to consider alternatives and time is not on our side. If we wait looking for a cleaner solution, more people die and we lose more infrastructure. The infrastructure I can handle, but people are getting killed with no way to defend themselves, and we can’t put regenerators on every critter out there. If people are going to die, let it be those that are fighting.” 
 
    “If it were volunteers I’d still veto it,” Paul countered. 
 
    “This isn’t the way we fight unless we’re backed into a corner, and we’re not…but the empire is. We’re too large to be destroyed, I think, but that doesn’t matter to those that are getting hit. We’re not the attackers here, Paul, but to stop this we have to hit their strongholds and we can’t do it the conventional way.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can ram them enough to matter, even assuming everyone inside was hostile. Plus, we need them intact to get at that technology. No point in destroying the tools we need defend ourselves only to have this happen again later.” 
 
    Sara sighed, then got up off her stool and walked to Paul, kneeling down beside him so her head was slightly lower and she was reaching over his armrest. She put her hand on his heart and held it there, starring at him for a long time without saying anything. 
 
    He looked away for a moment, not wanting to give in, but a part of him knew she was right…but the larger part of him that never gave up didn’t want to relent. 
 
    “We fight as a team,” she said simply, feeling like the words were treason even as she said them. “We can’t protect them anymore. Not on our own. We’re up against another Black Knight.” 
 
    Paul’s head jerked around, looking at her as old memories of their basic training flashed back…and how they couldn’t beat him on their own, and even in groups they would get their asses kicked each and every time. They could never defeat him, for every time they knocked him down he would get back up again, and even their Final Challenge had them surviving and evading him to get to the finish, not actually stopping him. 
 
    “The others hate this too,” she continued. “You’re just more stubborn than them, Admiral, because we rely on you a bit more than the others. You know what we have to do, but it’s something we never do unless we’re in the heat of battle, and that’s not going to happen when we’re hiding out…but for the sake of the empire we have to hide out. It’s time to let someone else win this while we…cower,” she finished, barely getting that last word out.  
 
    “If victory is your first priority,” Paul acknowledged logically.  
 
    “Death before dishonor,” she reminded him. “How many people are going to die needlessly before we make the decision? You know what he’ll say when you ask.” 
 
    “But he won’t be the one going,” he said, grabbing her hand and holding it on his chest. “Logically you’re right, but my gut says no.” 
 
    “Because we go in first. I’ve been over this with the others multiple times. We all hate it, because we want to be on the front line. But if you were a pawn, would you not want to go first? In order to protect your Rook so it could strike at the enemy and win the game?” 
 
    Paul’s grip on her hand increased painfully as he jabbed his fingertips into the top of her hand, though her genetically enhanced armor-like skin didn’t break under the pressure. “I hate chess for just that reason.” 
 
    “I know you do, but this isn’t our fight. We’re countered. But not all of the team is. Let Teemo go in. We need a sneaky bastard for this, and as luck has it, we’ve got one of the best the galaxy every created. Poetic irony, if you ask me.” 
 
    “They will get slaughtered.” 
 
    “If you were rooting for the Vargemma, would you say that? Or would you be worried?” 
 
    “If you guys have already decided, give the order.” 
 
    “No. It’s coming from you. It needs to be you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he respect you the most, and he has been wanting to justify the effort we made to save them.” 
 
    “They already have, ten times over.” 
 
    “Have they? They’ve earned their keep more than most factions, but have they done for us what we did for them?” 
 
    “They fight with newbs, Sara.” 
 
    “And that’s a strength we don’t have. They do. Now let them save us.” 
 
    “They…” 
 
    “Let them save the planets out there that the Vargemma are going to hit. Let them choose to risk death to shield the others. Don’t make it about you. We can’t protect the empire, not yet, and by the time we figure this out how many quadrillions will be dead? It comes down to a hopeless death or a nearly certain death. If it were you, which would you choose?” 
 
    “But we’re picking for them.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are, because we have no other viable options. And they want to be picked. We’ve taught them well. Now let them do what they’ve been bred to do, and what we’ve enhanced.” 
 
    “It’s still death trading.” 
 
    “The deaths are going to happen whether we like it or not, the difference is one way there is a pathway to victory, the other is endless, pointless loss. And if the Vargemma don’t kill the empire, the Hadarak will if we wait too long.” 
 
    Paul stood up, getting out of the chair, then his peripheral senses caught whiff of an unfamiliar mind in the Repository. One that he didn’t realize was here. 
 
    “You brought him?” 
 
    “We’re a team, Paul,” she said, walking close to him about to put her hand on his chest again, but at the last moment her palm clenched up into a fist and she sucker punched him in the chin, knocking him back through the air and upside down to land on his head and somersault into his quarter’s wall. “Not his parents.” 
 
    Paul toppled over onto his feet and sat on the carpet, rubbing his chin and knowing her hand had to hurt a lot worse than his jawbone. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?” 
 
    “We were hoping you’d pull some magic out of your butt so we wouldn’t have to do this, but we can’t wait forever and you got nothing, right?” 
 
    “Unfortunately true.” 
 
    “Then we keep looking for an answer while they become the tip of the spear. They’ve earned it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’re not telling me anything I haven’t already thought of,” Paul said, standing up and walking past her. He left his quarters and tracked down the mind that was a few hundred meters away, then he saw Cora-005 standing there with Thrawn and both looked in his direction. 
 
    “I officially hate this,” Paul announced, stopping just a step shy of the 8 foot tall former lizard and looking up into his red, glowing eyes.  
 
    “As do I,” Thrawn said, “but only because I cannot go myself. We exist to serve the empire. And if necessary, die to protect it.” 
 
    “Can you win?” Paul asked, knowing the other trailblazers would have fully briefed him on the reconnaissance they’d obtained thus far. 
 
    “If we remain undetected, we have traction and a technological advantage. If this were in the distant past, and we were still enemies, what would you say my chances were?” 
 
    Paul cracked the barest of smiles, and not one of humor. The Paladin had never been able to fully let loose since joining Star Force, but he could imagine what that looked like based on how the lizards had fought and how much he and the others had upgraded the Paladin since. 
 
    “Kick their ass,” Paul said simply, with Thrawn drawing a deep breath in and puffing out his muscular chest. 
 
    “With pleasure…” 
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