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    October 22, 128439 
 
    Aquaman System (Chexva Kingdom) 
 
    Trident 
 
      
 
    Three long oceans dominated the planet of Trident, hence the name given to it by Director Davis, stretching from a communal fourth ocean on the equator around the planet up to a long mountain chain that separated the tips from the base ocean. The planet was 52% water, making it far from being a true waterworld with oceans covering the entire surface, but Trident was one of six planets in this star system that had vast amounts of water on them. 
 
    That was rare, and made the Aquaman system the defacto capitol of Star Force’s aquatic races, with Trident holding the deepest water at more than 17 miles deep at the bottom of the three ‘prongs.’ The pressure there was too much for most of the aquatic races to bear, but a handful actually preferred it and had been relocated here from other worlds for a number of reasons. The J’gar were one race that did inhabit these depths, but the Elarioni were not. So the tiny, fast moving form of Ariel swimming through the crushing water pressure in an armor suit was an unusual sight for the large bodied denizens of the hot water that was almost to the point of becoming steam. 
 
    That was because of the closeness to the magma layer of the planet…but the pressure resisted the expansion into a gas, so there was a constant tug of war that resulted in random plums of steam forming on the bedrock and shooting up towards the distant atmosphere above, making it look like the seafloor was under attack. 
 
    But the real attack had happened long ago, and Ariel was here to continue her study of it. The long gashes in the planet that had formed the 3 oceans were not natural. They were the result of weapons damage made by something that Star Force couldn’t identify. It wasn’t a Hadarak, that much they’d been able to determine, but the lingering mystery was one they weren’t going to ignore and Ariel had spent many years here and traveling across the galaxy to try and match up what residue there was to other sites. So far she’d done little more than eliminating possibilities, and while the source of the attack was still unknown, they’d learned that this planet used to be closer to a true waterworld and the deep trenches gouged out of the crust had drawn in enough water for some continents to form. 
 
    Beyond that it was estimated that a lot of water had been lost during the attack, thrust up into space and settling into a thin set of icy rings around the planet. There was also wayward chunks of ice all across the system, probably having been thrown out when whatever happened here went down over a million years ago…at least. 
 
    Solving this mystery was the oldest living Elarioni’s passion, and one of the few things that could keep her interest after spending so much time helping her race grow, and then helping other aquatic races to do the same within the Star Force empire. Continued growth now bored her, for there was no challenge in it. The successes of the past were simply repeated on new worlds, with few wrinkles to keep her attention. But the devastation of a waterworld such as this, long ago by a weapon and enemy unknown to Star Force…that was something she could not pass up, for if it could happen before it could happen again, and Star Force needed to figure out how it was done in order to defend against it. 
 
    Ariel’s body would be crushed at this depth without her armor suit, but she wasn’t afraid in the least. She’d been exploring the trenches on her own for decades and could outswim any of the larger denizens…including the primitives that also lived here and tried to eat anything they could get their teeth on. Star Force fed them real food at various points, but old habits still existed in the stragglers so she had to be careful. 
 
    That said, between her armor’s systems and her telepathy gifted to her as an advanced scout, she could see everything around her despite the blackness, for there was no light out here away from the cities and the bulb fields that Star Force had planted around them. No, there was just rock, rock, and more rock, but within that rock was sometimes something else… 
 
    Ariel was unique amongst the Elarioni, for she was friends with the trailblazers and the only one whom they’d taught the secrets of Essence. And since her eyes had been opened, she could sense it in others. It was literally the glue that held one’s Core to their body, forming the bridge between that which couldn’t be sensed to the classical physics. And now that Star Force could sense Essence it had opened up a treasure trove of new research into technologies that others literally could not even see, but the deeper mysteries of Essence were beyond Ariel, and her skills were limited, though she was developed enough to be able to sense the traces of a very powerful Essence still trapped in the rocks in a few places deep within the trenches on Trident. 
 
    There wasn’t much left, and there shouldn’t have been any after all this time, but whatever had attacked this planet had to have a huge Essence effect. Something far larger than a Hadarak, for the Uriti had informed the Archons that they were on the lookout for those that glowed, and one nearly horrific accident was barely avoided using the Uriti override when one took notice of a command ship on which Blade-097 was training his Essence skills. He’d created enough of an Essence rush that the Uriti had felt it and instinctively moved towards it, intent on destroying the ‘glow’ before being stopped by the Wrangler on site. 
 
    A lengthy discussion followed, because all living beings possessed Essence, and how could one as small as Blade attract the Uriti when larger ones, like the Oso’lon, did not. The Uriti had informed them that they did not glow, nor the Hadarak, and after a lot of awkward communication about things that there was no a common vocabulary on, the Uriti had confirmed that the ‘glow’ was not the presence of Essence, but the ‘rush’ of it.  
 
    ‘Rush’ was what the Archons called the agitation of Essence, causing it to surge forth beyond one’s body or enhance within. Basically anything that wasn’t the normal state was defined as a ‘glow’ to the Uriti, and even something as small as a Human apparently stood out like a beacon to them.  
 
    It also deposited itself on other objects, lingering there for some time before dissipating out of existence. That meant whatever had gouged out these oceans had been experiencing an Essence ‘rush’ or had been an Essence weapon. Neither truly made sense, for there was no reason for Essence to still exist here after all this time. Most residual Essence dissipated after a few hours or days, or in some cases could linger for years in very small amounts where repeated inundations occurred…such as the trailblazers’ training facilities. 
 
    Why it was still here was another part of this mystery Ariel had not yet solved, but each time she found a pocket of Essence she got a little closer to understanding…and today would be a watershed moment in her search. 
 
    She was swimming along, her senses open for even a hint of Essence present in the rocks or in a living being when she got a faint trace far to her left. Ariel turned immediately and tracked it down, feeling it emanating from a flat section of seafloor. Her senses weren’t tuned enough to pick out its precise location, and when she got close it seemed to feel as if it was coming from all around, but when she caused her own Essence to rush, drawing from a point inside her like opening an air valve and having the gas rush forth, she expanded her Essence field beyond her body as if into two large wings that she swept the area with until she brushed upon the trace. 
 
    When her Essence crossed the trace it absorbed into her, letting her feel the Essence as if it were her own. Once again the power it had once been attached to was so massive it defied quantity, but as the seconds passed the Essence blended with hers and the feeling diminished…except that it allowed her to see another pocket of identical Essence nearby that slowly faded from view. 
 
    Ariel frowned, not sure what was happening. Her senses shouldn’t have been altered by the interaction, so was this a mirage that came with the merging? The Elarioni swam to the location the larger ‘glow’ had been but couldn’t see anything, so she swept the area, getting nothing.  
 
    On impulse she reached her armored hand down and surged a physical connection through it, allowing her Essence to saturate there and provide a link, almost as if the armor was temporarily becoming part of her body. She could feel the gauntlet on her hand more than she ever could before, and began dragging it through the silt on the seafloor until the fingertips touched the rock below. She did that for several minutes searching for the mystery glow, then when she was about to give up and try something else she made contact with something she had never experienced before. 
 
    It was an Essence contact, but so intense that it blinded her far more than her training sessions with the trailblazers. Theirs was so bright she could hardly stand it, but what she touched now completely overwhelmed her. 
 
    Ariel went limp and began to drift in the water unconscious. 
 
      
 
    When she woke it was hours later, but her handprint trenches on the seafloor were still visible in her armor’s lights, for there were no currents this deep to move Ariel around, yet she felt as if she was moving at lightspeed. 
 
    She didn’t know where she was, or who she was, for several minutes as her mind regained its clarity, but even then the memories were so vivid that they overlapped her real senses. Ariel could feel the rock melting under an insane pressure, compacting down into the ultra dense plates that she knew dominated the bottom of the trenches. A few cracks had formed through which magma traveled, but most of the plates held firm and transferred the heat up through their structure rather than succumbing to it.  
 
    They’d been analyzed before, finding an immense density that was better than a lot of the primitive civilizations’ starship armor plating, but otherwise there was nothing special about it. Now Ariel knew it had been Essence fused, which was a technique the trailblazers used to melt molecules and atoms together in a variety of ways technology had a hard time doing, or could not do entirely. It had been a breakthrough that led them to the invention of Tu’gor armor and a number of other things that they now crafted machines to do after they first learned to do it with Essence. 
 
    Ariel swam in a twirl, trying to get her feel for the water again as she tried to make her Essence calm down. It was overwhelmed with foreign Essence and her Core was having trouble absorbing it all. Thankfully Jason had taught her a simple trick to bleed off Essence, and she raised her right arm out in front of her and pushed it out through her fingertips, causing a vortex of water to form and shoot out away from her. 
 
    The undisturbed silt on the seafloor kicked up into a dust-storm, obscuring the lights on her armor to the point where she couldn’t even see them, but her Pefbar was still intact and that allowed her to remain upright and aligned with gravity as her head was still spinning. She had so much Essence in her, far more than ever before, that her body didn’t want to take it all in. That left her aglow in a pool that was inundating her, but the vortex was slowly bleeding it away.  
 
    Ariel did not use her Lachka, knowing that wouldn’t be as power hungry as a direct Essence effect. She was using the mysterious energy field to move the water itself rather than piggybacking on her psionics and enhancing them. That was how the trailblazers got the most use out of their Essence, but right now she just needed to empty out and return to inner calm, but the bubble she was in seemed to have no end. It was cloying in a way she’d never experienced before, but the intact part of her mind realized this was why it had persisted for so long.  
 
    There were no living beings this deep to graft onto. If there had been the Essence wouldn’t have lasted a week until something brushed up against it and absorbed it. It didn’t take one skilled in its use to absorb it, for any living being could by accident, but this deep where no one lived aside from the larger races that never bothered to touch the seafloor, there was no one to graft onto. 
 
    And whatever this cloyingness was, it was keeping the Essence together in a way that Ariel thought was impossible. It took a Core for Essence to exist with, and whenever Essence was separated from a person…like Ariel was doing now via the Vortex…it would slowly dissipate and disappear, but this glut had not and now it was clinging to her hard. 
 
    But patience was a skill Ariel had learned long ago, and she waited as the Vortex slowly cleared her mind enough that she shut it down and let the remainder of the Essence bubble soak into her, trying to learn from it. 
 
    Sometimes memories would come with it, other times new insights or senses that a person did not regularly have. Essence melded to the Core it was attached to and took on those attributes of the individual, with the trailblazers able to briefly give non-telepathic people telepathy by bathing them in their Essence. Those people didn’t know how to use it, at first, but repeat it enough times and they were able to develop some rudimentary skills even though they lacked the Ikrid tissue.  
 
    When the Essence reformed to their Core they lost that ability, which was why Ariel knew she only had a limited amount of time. She felt more alive now than ever, as if her body was too small and she needed to grow to match the energy within her, but Ariel held still and tried to glean as much from the Essence’s former owner as she could. 
 
    But she was confused. There was a mix here, of biology and metal, that obscured any fine detail. She was so obsessed with getting a feel for the former owner that she almost missed the obvious. When she stopped trying so hard it crystalized in her mind…and a sense of dread hit her. A moment later she summoned up the largest Vortex she could, trying to clear the Essence from her like a nightmare until just her own remained, but it still carried the taint that made her feel so vile she wanted to die. 
 
    Ariel pushed her own Essence out to near depletion, feeling so lightheaded she half passed out again, but she was free of the nightmare in a real sense, though the memory remained. She pushed it away, trying to become herself again before even thinking about analyzing it. Ariel wanted to take her armor off and feel the free water on her skin, but she couldn’t at this depth so she swam upward, racing towards the distant atmosphere not fast enough. She couldn’t speed up using her Essence, for it would take time to gradually bubble up from within and replace what was lost, so she relied on her armor to propel her upward until she got to a depth where hundreds of thousands of Elarioni swam in great swarms through the cool water moving from one outpost to another. 
 
    Ariel retracted her armor into two gauntlets that she tore off her arms and threw away, then she swam in circles, trying to peel the taint off her body and she squirmed internally, having held it together long enough to get up here, but now she couldn’t bare it any longer. She was in such a fuss that the nearest Elarioni took notice and swam to help, encircling her in a ball as she twisted and contorted herself, fighting something they could not see.  
 
    She was bombarded with telepathic questions that she didn’t answer, couldn’t answer, but that contact helped steady her until she curled up in a ball and just floated in the water, drifting upward slightly as the others swam in close with one touching her…then recoiling instantly as a black haze seemed to jump from her mind to the other. 
 
    The other Elarioni shook it off after a few moments, but no more touched her or tried to pry too deeply with their limited telepathy, for Ariel was poisoned somehow. Poisoned of the mind, but none of them understood the importance of what they had briefly touched in her. But she did. She understood all too well what had happened to this planet. 
 
    A great claw had impacted the surface, scooping out rock and water alike, and taking with it all those swimming in the water. This planet had been harvested. How and why she didn’t know, but it had been mass murder. The death echoes of those caught had emitted their own inadvertent Essence Rush, which was impossible, yet it was there, in the background of the rest…the death of billions like a faint echo, as the planet underneath them was suddenly lifted up and swallowed by some terror Ariel couldn’t see.  
 
    As the minutes passed the horror was replaced with anger, and Ariel used that anger to center herself. She flapped her tail and cut the drift she was experiencing, then she extended her Pefbar to find her gauntlets…which were sinking lower in the water. Ariel swam past the other Elarioni and reclaimed them, then told the others she was alright and took off as fast as she could towards the nearest transit tube…but her Essence was low and that fatigued her, so she reactivated her armor and let it swim her to the closest entrance to the tube network that shot travelers through high pressure water channels, allowing them to cross miles far faster than through natural swimming. 
 
    Ariel surfed those tubes until she came to a city, and within that she went to the first secure comm terminal she could find and sent a message to the trailblazers, telling them what she had discovered.  
 
    There was a planet-eating monster out there, and it wasn’t a Hadarak. It was something else that used Essence, and may very well be what the Hadarak were searching for and guarding against. 
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    November 30, 128439 
 
    Aquaman System (Chexva Kingdom) 
 
    Trident 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 and Dina-077 landed in one of the water-based cities on Trident that was partly above the ocean and stretching deep down into it like a carrot. Their dropship landed on a lower tier of the pyramid-shaped upper side, opening its boarding ramp as four blurs flew out across the landing pad and over the edge of the next tier. They continued to stair step drop until they got over water, then they flew out across the ocean for half an hour before they turned down and plunged in where they wouldn’t run into any of the shallow water infrastructure around an artificial island chain. 
 
    The four Archons…two trailblazers and their apprentices…wove a path down through a mix of auxiliary habitats branching off from the outpost, bypassing a lot of Elarioni, Dogiv, Shevati, and Fpom until they got low enough where they passed by a number of Garas’tox and J’gar. They were easier to avoid, given their larger size, but their rendezvous was in the deep water where few went without augmentation. 
 
    Finding Ariel wasn’t difficult with her homing beacon active, and Paul was able to pick up her telepathic presence from several miles away even without it. The four Archons swam using their armor’s systems in conjunction with their Lachka, giving them the maximum speed possible through the water, though the two trailblazers had to slow a bit to not lose their apprentices.  
 
    Hello Ariel, Dina said telepathically when they got within sight of one another. 
 
    Hello, sister. Follow me, Ariel said, immediately twisting over in the water and swimming straight down faster than the Archons could match.  
 
    “She’s in a hurry,” Veeron-938221 said over the Archon’s private comms.  
 
    “She’s rattled,” Paul told his apprentice. “Otherwise we’d be catching up first. Try to keep up.” 
 
    “I am trying,” the Neo 2380 Archon insisted as he continued to create Lachka ripples around his armor and push them backwards to add propulsion to that his shields and armor jets were also producing. “She’s too damn fast.” 
 
    “Catch up when you can,” Paul smirked, then began to pull away from the two apprentices as he and Dina chased after Ariel. 
 
    “We’re still the newbs,” Nathan-1300433 noted as he fell in behind Veeron to catch his slipstream and make sure he didn’t fall behind any further. “And they’re reminding us of that fact.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize they were that fast.” 
 
    “They’re getting their ass kicked by Ariel, so expect them to find a little more than normal.” 
 
    “Why are you drafting off of me?” 
 
    “Why waste it?” 
 
    “Jerk…” 
 
      
 
    Up ahead Dina and Paul were doing the same thing, with Dina in the lead and Paul linked to her in battlemeld with a Bataf conduit between them so Paul could add his speed differential to Dina’s body, pushing her along a little bit in exchange for the draft relief she was giving him. Together they had left their apprentices behind, but Ariel was still playing with them, staying out of reach and occasionally weaving back and forth as the race to the seafloor seemed to break her serious mood a bit.  
 
    “Feel like cheating?” Paul asked. 
 
    “What do you mean…oh, right,” Dina said, sensing his thoughts through the link. “Yeah, let’s try.” 
 
    The pair’s speed slowed considerably, but Dina stretched out a bioshield in front of her, thinning it into a needle and stretching it out as far ahead of her as she could. That didn’t do much to change their movement through the water, for she’d been using one this entire time, but now Dina stretched it out to maximum ahead of her as she made sure they were heading straight down towards the planet, taking them a little out of alignment with Ariel. 
 
    Then they used their Cerden, with Paul’s power being added through the battlemeld psionic to increase the strength and range…then when the needle pushed out further it stopped dragging water along the inside, with the Archons simultaneously using their Nemsa to double up their Lachka and create a plate inside the needle that stopped the water from moving forward with them. It started in the tip, creating a small vacuum that pulled all the way up through it, further stressing their shields to hold back the weight of the ocean water and forcing them to shrink them, but when the plug came up on Dina she and Paul released it and let themselves drop along with the water around them down through the bioshield conduit that now had no water or air in it. 
 
    The pair stayed together, linked by their Bataf conduit, and dropped some 28 meters before they hit the bottom of their own shields with the water crashing down behind them. They deactivated the shields and let the current push them further down, then Dina extended the needle out again and they repeated the tactic, gaining ground on Ariel each time. 
 
    You cheat the water, Ariel’s voice echoed in their minds rather than coming through the comm which she also possessed in her armor.  
 
    That’s the idea, Paul confirmed, only to see her increase speed and shoot ahead of them again. 
 
    It is not enough. 
 
    “Damn it,” Dina said where Ariel couldn’t hear them. “We’re going to have to pull out the big guns.” 
 
    “The water’s too dense to fly through, unless you can…” 
 
    “No I can’t,” Dina confirmed, referring to the ripple technique in her bioshields and Lachka that was too intense to use the same time as her Yen’mer. The overlap was too confusing, and the deeper they went the worse it got with the density of the water. “We gotta blast it.” 
 
    “Worth a try,” Paul said as Dina signaled him to take the lead as she slipped in behind him, losing time to Ariel who was still pulling away. “But we’re gonna have to pull on Essence to move enough.” 
 
    “Fine with me. Do it before she gets away.” 
 
    “Alright, here goes,” Paul said, extending his Essence out from his body slightly and intermixing it with Dina’s. The two didn’t completely mesh, as if they were slightly different colors, but they were both Human and both Archons, so there wasn’t much of an incompatibility, and in order to upgrade their Jumatran with it they had to pool together as one to match the battlemeld ability draw. 
 
    Paul reached his arms out in front of him inside the bioshield needle he was swimming behind, then his propulsion stopped entirely along with Dina’s and they drifted down a moment before a thin Jumat blast shot out ahead of Paul, punching into the dense water and forcing it away from the column. A second shot followed less than .3 seconds later, traveling through the short lived vacuum and adding to it. More continued and the pair followed through the gap as the water behind them pushed them forward. 
 
    The two trailblazers maintained the rapid fire rhythm and punched it up to maximum, seeing that they were gaining on Ariel slightly, but not enough. That was when they added their Essence to their Jumat cells, enhancing their output with a bang…literally…as the concussive nature of the Jumat energy increased significantly, pushing more water out of the way to the sides and ahead of them, cutting off some of the pinching action of the water acting laterally on them and allowing them to shoot straight down with gravity pulling them in addition to the push of the water behind. 
 
    It took several seconds to smooth it out, for they’d never tried this before with anyone else, let alone each other, but the Archons adapted fast and soon shot straight by Ariel with them giving her a telepathic raspberry as they passed her. 
 
    The Elarioni was shocked and confused as to what was happening, then she got hit with the shockwave and bounced around a bit as she began swimming as fast as she possibly could, trying to catch back up with them. She engaged her armor’s maximum propulsion in addition to her own tail flips, but it wasn’t quite enough. Somehow they’d actually managed to outswim her, and despite the fact that she was losing it brought a smile to her face. 
 
    A few minutes later she got to the seafloor where they were waiting for her, though the other two Archons were far behind and descending at a much slower pace. 
 
    How did you do that? she asked them. 
 
    We pushed the water out of the way with Jumat, enhanced with Essence, Dina answered. Worked better than I thought it would. 
 
    Indeed it did. That’s the first time you’ve ever beat me. I’m impressed. 
 
    It was 2v1, Paul pointed out. How are you doing? 
 
    The memory is disturbing, but I’ve assimilated the Essence and dispersed most of it, though some is still remaining. My natural level is elevated even after pushing myself to exhaustion. I do not know if it is permanent or temporary. 
 
    May I? Dina asked, holding her hand out to Ariel 
 
    Of course, the Elarioni said, interlocking armored fingers with the Archons and pushing her Essence through them to meet the trailblazer’s. When they mixed it wasn’t quite a telepathic connection, but more of a taste test as to the person’s character rather than their thoughts. It was like a fingerprint, but one that could change somewhat over time, and it also reflected one’s current state, with her realizing just how much that cheat of theirs had cost them. 
 
    You’re exhausted, Ariel noted. 
 
    We really wanted to beat you, Dina admitted as she let Paul sneak a peek through their battlemeld link. But we’re not even trying on the way up. You’ve grown considerably since we last met. How much of that is you? 
 
    Very little, Ariel said with a touch of worry. I didn’t know Essence contact permanently altered someone. 
 
    It doesn’t that we know of, Paul said, but it has been known to grant someone experience they haven’t earned. Once the body and mind experience the higher levels you try to mimic it and your own advancement skips forward in some ways.  
 
    Once you increase your Essence, we don’t know of any way to shrink it back down, Dina added. It’s possible you got such a surge that it opened you up, hopefully in a beneficial way. You feel like you’re glowing. 
 
    How so? Ariel asked. You have far more Essence than me. 
 
    The newness has a different flavor to it, and it’s a way you can tell if someone is old or recently upgraded. Think of it as a growth mark, and you’re glowing in it.  
 
    Do you see a problem? 
 
    Not right now. Show me the memory. 
 
    Ariel cringed, then dug it out of her mind and telepathically transmitted it to both trailblazers as she released Dina’s hand. Both of them were silent for several seconds, then Paul swam over and put a hand on Ariel’s hip, pulling her into an armor on armor hug. 
 
    Thank you for enduring that. 
 
    I didn’t have a choice, but you’re welcome. 
 
    I think I’m going to be sick, Dina said, fighting her own gag reflex as she tried to dull out the memory.  
 
    I’ve felt this before, with the lizards, Paul explained his resilience. When so many die at once, and you feel it, it hits you in a way you’re not prepared for.  
 
    Why could I feel it after this long of a time? Ariel asked. 
 
    That’s a very good question. I don’t know. Essence should dissipate without a Core to hold it in place. We have to cheat that with our Materia weapons, but even then it won’t last forever. I have never seen Essence that cloys like this. It normally seeks out any other Essence to bond with or just fades away. What you experienced is like a capsule where the Essence bonds to itself and resists other Essence. 
 
    That’s why you couldn’t find it earlier, Dina explained. You had to physically touch it before it bled into you. How close are we to the location? 
 
    2.4 miles. I didn’t want to come down on it in case there was more left, she said as the two Archon apprentices finally caught up and swung their feet down below their heads as they drifted over towards Paul. 
 
    “You’re late,” he admonished them. “Drop and give me 2,000.” 
 
    “Funny,” Veeron said, breathing heavily.  
 
    “Hello, Ariel,” Nathan said, waving a hand. “My name is Nathan-1300433.” 
 
    “Hello,” she answered using her comm, which came through as a computer translation, for the aquatic Elarioni did not have the vocal capability to speak English. “And you are?” 
 
    “Veeron-938221.” 
 
    “Follow me and sense the area with your Essence. I do not know if any pockets remain, but you will be able to find them sooner than I can,” Ariel said, lightly swimming in place in a circle before heading across the seafloor towards a point she now marked on the battlemap so all four Archons could see it.  
 
    “We’ll take the wings,” Dina said, with her and Paul moving to the outside of their 5 person formation. “Boys, stretch out as wide as you can around Ariel and we’ll take it from there. Keep a little cushion so we don’t miss anything.” 
 
    “Got it,” Nathan said as he felt Ariel’s ‘wings’ fan out. He overlapped his own Essence aura with hers slightly, then stretched out his range as he swam to the side. When he got to maximum Dina connected with him outside that and made up the end of a 5 person chain that was scanning the rocks in the seafloor dozens of meters below them as they slowly swam forward. 
 
    The trailblazers’ depth was far more, but it didn’t take long until they started picking up faint traces of the old Essence. The sucked it in like a vacuum, getting a feel for it but not gaining any valuable information. Other trailblazers had been here before, and they could confirm it felt the same as their reports indicated, but they weren’t picking up on anything the size of which Ariel had encountered. 
 
    “Here,” Ariel said over the comm. “This is where it happened.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Paul said. “I can feel it.” 
 
    Ariel frowned. “I cannot.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” Veeron admitted. “My field is empty.” 
 
    “So is mine,” Paul admitted. “A little too empty.” 
 
    “I feel it now,” Dina added. 
 
    “I don’t,” Nathan said, checking again. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    “My Essence isn’t steady, it’s being drained over there,” Paul said, pointing to a spot ahead of Dina. “It’s not much, but there is a light sucking over there.” 
 
    “Ariel, stay back,” Dina warned. “No need for you to go through this twice.” 
 
    The Elarioni gladly swam backwards a bit, then spun around to watch what happened as Paul moved towards he spot and extended a hand down…then Ariel jerked as a telepathic something hit her. It had come from Paul and didn’t last more than a split second, but it made her entire body go numb like a Fornax blast, yet it was somehow more than that. 
 
    “Paul?” Dina asked. 
 
    “Don’t connect to it,” he warned. “Siphon it off.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Some sort of a containment orb.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Dina said in a low voice. “Are you saying it’s a container…as in harvest container?” 
 
    “I think so,” Paul said darkly. “There’s nobody in there, but the memories are fresh.” 
 
    “Harvest,” Ariel said. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “We can’t pull Essence out of someone,” Dina told her. “But maybe someone figured out how.” 
 
    “They’d have to store it, or it’d bleed off into the planet,” Paul said, staring at the blank spot in the rock that appeared to the rest of his senses and psionics as nothing out of the ordinary. “I think this is a collection orb that was left behind.” 
 
    “Can you see who it was?” Ariel asked. 
 
    “Fragments, but it wasn’t the Hadarak. Something else just as big.” 
 
    “Something the Hadarak hunt?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Are you sure we don’t want to keep this around?” Dina asked as she came right over the spot. 
 
    “It’s stolen Essence laced with memories of their deaths. I’m surprised Ariel isn’t catatonic. Don’t let anyone else go through that. Drain the fucker,” Paul said angrily. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked him. 
 
    “No, but I’ll get a handle on it. Get rid of that abomination.” 
 
    “Done,” Dina said, reaching out her hand and hardening her Essence so it wouldn’t easily merge with another, but could be used to corral it. She’d done it multiple times when charging Materia-class weapons fed by hundreds of Archons simultaneously so they wouldn’t have to waste time doing it one by one. 
 
    She created a conduit the width of a baseball and stretching it upwards like a straw some 20 meters or so, then dipped it down towards the blank spot, holding off just above it as she sent out a warning notification via the battlemap, declaring the section of ocean directly over them as temporarily off limits. There were no signals up there, but the waring would also be sent out telepathically from mechanical repeaters so people without comms devices or armor would be able to pick it up. They also didn’t show on the battlemap in all locations, but she was fairly sure they were clear as her Ikrid wasn’t picking up anyone for several miles around them. 
 
    “Might want to get back in case this bleeds wrong,” she said, with the other three swimming off as Nathan stayed.  
 
    You want help? 
 
    No, just get clear. If Paul’s having trouble with this I don’t want you anywhere near it. Shoo. 
 
    Shooing, he said, swimming off and catching up with the others as they pulled away but kept low to the seafloor, knowing Dina was going to bleed this off straight up. 
 
    “Here goes,” she said, lowering her Essence ‘straw’ down into the blank spot and feeling a tug. It drew it down then it hit something hard…at least that’s how it felt. The Essence passed through the physical rock as if it wasn’t there, but something in that quasi-physicality resisted her until she pressed harder. 
 
    Then all hell broke loose as she penetrated the containment shell, however it worked, and she felt the bleed-off from around the base of the ‘straw’ as the huge plume of Essence shot up through it, headed skyward and bleeding off through the water like a giant mushroom cloud that she pushed upwards on to keep it from falling back down on the others even as she began to feel sick to her stomach as some of what Paul had experienced leached into her. 
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    Above her the Essence spread out through the water, searching for a Core to attach to but finding none as Dina kept the barrier tight between herself and the flow. The invisible energy mushroomed out in a way that the five surrounding people could see, but only because they were all Essence sensitive. Anyone else watching, either in person or through a sensor, would have seen nothing at all, for neither the rock nor the water moved as the Essence passed through it and began to disappear as it spread out. 
 
    Dina kept it from circling back on top of her, but the small bits leaking through her barrier were revolting. She tried to numb it out as best she could, but by the time the ‘orb’ had finished depleting itself she felt thoroughly sick to her stomach, though the trailblazer was far better off than Paul was. Yet as her Essence straw remained, now empty, she still felt the tug at the base of it.  
 
    “The orb is still here,” she told the others, releasing her control on the straw and seeing part of it get sucked inside as it dissipated. “I can’t see what’s creating it.” 
 
    “If it lingers, we should isolate this area for study,” Ariel suggested as Paul still struggled to purge himself of the foreign essence with erratic twitches that betrayed the inner fight he was going through.  
 
    “How many more of these things are there?” Nathan wondered. 
 
    “I want to know what ‘these things’ are first,” Dina said, internally twisting like Paul was, but in a far weaker fashion as her Essence fought against the foreign Essence to see which pattern would dominate. Since there was no Core for the foreign Essence to form on the winner was inevitable, but the shake out process left her with a wicked shiver running down her spine. “Paul?” 
 
    “Working on it,” he mumbled just before the water around him began to churn. The Archon was turning it into a vortex using his own Essence as he drew more out of himself to compensate for the foreign while also using it to power the vortex. The draining process would help him skip over some of the absorption issues, meaning he was finally getting a handle on it and draining the toxicity faster now. 
 
    “I don’t envy you that,” Dina mentioned, then looked at the Elarioni. “Or you.” 
 
    “We need a construction crew immediately. I cannot see the Orb, and unless you want to stay here and monitor it constantly, we need an artificial sensor that can do the same.” 
 
    “Best we could do is an Essence stream and monitor it when it gets sucked in. That’s gonna be expensive. Do you think this thing can move?” 
 
    “I do not know how it is attached, thus I cannot answer.” 
 
    “Good point,” Dina said, reaching out another hardened Essence rod and poking the orb…which resisted just like it had the first time. “It seems fixed to the rock.” 
 
    “I didn’t think Essence clung to anything that hard,” Veeron asked. 
 
    “This isn’t clinging…it’s something new. Call for a construction crew. I want a full outpost built around this location within the next 6 hours.” 
 
    “I’ll start sweeping the area,” Paul said, no longer churning the water or twitching, “and see if there are any more of these things.” 
 
    “Wait,” Dina said, holding up an armored hand. “I can understand how this Orb survived if it’s containment, but what about the small traces Ariel’s been picking up for years?” 
 
    “I think there’s your answer,” Nathan said, pointing above them to the Essence cloud that had shrunk considerably. 
 
    “There’s what?” Dina asked. 
 
    “Part is acting normally and dissipating, but I can feel strands that are not.” 
 
    Dina stretched her Essence field up and washed across it, feeling the sickness inside her kick up a notch in response, but Nathan was right. There were filaments that were Essence, but they were different in a way she’d never encountered before.” 
 
    “Ariel, are these what you encountered before? I’ve never been here.” 
 
    “One moment,” she said, swimming up towards them and gritting her teeth as she passed through the light amount of Essence around the edges. It pulled towards her like a magnet, soaking in and adding itself to her own aura, but when she got to the nearest ‘strand’ it didn’t move until she extended her aura over it, then on contact it merged with her along with a torrent of the ‘regular’ Essence. 
 
    Ariel turned and swam away fast, with some of the Essence chasing after her, but she broke free and gradually returned in a long circle to the others. 
 
    “I believe it is the same, but far more potent. It is unreactive unless touched by an Essence field. I cannot explain it.” 
 
    “Has anyone picked up a Core?” Paul asked. 
 
    “No,” Dina answered, with the others signaling they had not through a series of head shakes and telepathic pings. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think we’re still newbs with Essence and just got a master lesson. But whatever did this was big. Very big. I have no idea what something of that size could do with so much Essence.” 
 
    “Kill Hadarak,” Veeron offered. 
 
    “Something big is going on,” Dina added, “and we just stumbled onto a piece of it. Let’s get this site locked down and hushed up. We don’t want people snooping around.” 
 
    “You are referring to outsiders?” Ariel asked. 
 
    “If you tell people we found evidence of something potentially stronger than Hadarak…” 
 
    “She’s right,” Paul agreed. “And while we wait, Dina and I are doing perimeter sweeps. Veeron and Nathan hold here. Do not lose this position. Ariel, where were the other small hits near here?” 
 
    “Both ways through the valley, but not up the ridge.” 
 
    “All in the rock? None floating?” 
 
    “All were fixed in rock.” 
 
    “Alright. You go wide and scout out a security perimeter. Make it generous and give it to the construction team when they arrive.” 
 
    “I will,” she said, turning and swimming off quickly to get started. 
 
    “Boys,” Dina said as she and Paul both left and began spiraling around the site in an expanding corkscrew fashion as they scanned, “take a nap. And don’t touch it…or the Essence cloud.” 
 
    “Don’t touch the creep black hole or the pain field…got it,” Nathan agreed wholeheartedly as he swam down to the rock nearby and latched onto it with his foot so he couldn’t drift away.  
 
      
 
    The next day the seafloor was totally transformed with a series of small prefab structures and shield pylons setting up a hemispherical bubble to keep everyone and everything out, not that there were many people all the way down at these depths, but several had come to look at what was happening and Paul assumed more would make their way down eventually just to nose around.  
 
    Those that were part of Star Force could be told to move off and most would stay away, but the less advanced natives couldn’t be communicated with in a similar fashion and Paul didn’t want them being attracted to all the attention and then brush up against the mysterious orb or anything else in the area. He and Dina had found a lot of smaller filaments in the underwater valley, soaking them up just as Ariel had before, but they were much more sensitive to their existence and picked up a lot that she hadn’t found. 
 
    All of them were slightly ‘sticky,’ with that being the term Paul and Dina had settled on. Rather than clinging to other things or dispersing, these Essence filaments stuck to each other and persisted, much like Kip’s log indicated when he had investigated this planet before. Why they were imbedded in the rock he wasn’t sure, but the research team that was being brought in from across the galaxy would hopefully figure it out in the coming years. He had little hope of them finding anything initially, because he and Dina were amongst the tops in the Essence department and no tech, Master or otherwise, had been able to achieve even the most rudimentary Essence skills. 
 
    And it wasn’t for a lack of trying. They badly wanted the Borg ability that Paul possessed, but it was a high level Essence skill amongst the Archons that only 403 had achieved. The Mastertechs all used advanced computer interfaces to do a lot of their work, partially melding their minds with the technology, but only the Borg Archons could actually create a second brain for themselves that they could link to and unlink from at will over the course of an hour initially, though Paul had got his transition time down to 8 minutes in and 17 minutes out. 
 
    The second brains weren’t common knowledge, rather a closely guarded secret within Star Force, but the Archons referred to them as Astromechs and Paul’s was onboard the Excalibur, one of the newest Borg-class warships that was shaped as a perfect cube 327 miles on a side. It was black/green, covered with Yeg’gor equal to that of a Mach’nel, and smooth to the eye unlike the namesake from Star Trek that were covered in pipes and plates and all kinds of gismos.  
 
    He hadn’t traveled to Trident in it. The Excalibur and the other Borg vessels were tucked away in storage for when they would be needed, with Paul traveling on a more reasonable sized, donut-shaped command ship named Rubi. He had a small Astromech onboard it, about the size of a basketball, but his primary one onboard Excalibur was 26 feet high and shaped like a sword with his body node being in the hilt as it pointed upward. 
 
    When merging with it he became extremely vulnerable, meaning he had to basically lock himself in a vault with additional guards placed outside to protect him in case anyone got onboard the ship. He also had a lot of automated defenses that he could remotely control, but the Borg technique was not something that could be flipped on and off rapidly, for it involved mentally linking with the custom-made computer system of the Astromech and extending your Essence out into it. When that happened, it ceased to be a computer and became part of your body. Technology and biology bound together by Essence and allowing Paul’s Core to inhabit both. 
 
    It took time to extend himself outward, but even more to withdraw. Expanding your capabilities was easier than giving them up, and every time Paul came out of the melding he felt greatly diminished, but he eventually reset himself and the more he melded with a particular Astromech the easier it became, for his Core somehow made adjustments to it that couldn’t entirely be explained by physics, as well as leaving traces of his Essence behind that were reluctant to fade quickly.  
 
    As such, each Borg’s Astromech was a personal one, and Paul used the small one onboard Rubi when he needed the extra brain power for processing data or to just practice his Borg skill. In the beginning he had only been able to meld with a palm-sized device, but had worked his way up to the monstrosity that was the Excalibur within the Excalibur, and it allowed him to control massive fleets all by himself and plan out detailed blueprints for experimental technology in remarkably fast time. The Astromech was the Archon’s fix for the cranial limitations they encountered as their psionic tissues peaked out, and the Lachka ‘tissue’ that the Astromech had made Paul stronger than an Oso’lon, but he was still vulnerable to a skilled assassin. 
 
    That was because when melded with the Astromech he couldn’t leave the interface node without it killing him. His Core, however it managed it, spread out into both the technological and the biological, and pulling them apart before a withdraw could happen…well, it had never been tested, but all the Archons that had achieved Borg level knew it would be bad, perhaps fatal, so they had to do a ‘power down’ sequence that took a lot of time and left them vulnerable during it, for they couldn’t operate the ship while scaling down. 
 
    But in naval warfare, being inside the heart of your command ship was about the safest place you could get, and the Borg vessels had almost no crew at all. Paul could operate his all by himself if needed, but he kept a good detail of guards onboard at the minimum to protect him when he interfaced with the node, though he hadn’t needed to use Excalibur in a long time, for it was built for massive fleet combat that was rare these days. 
 
    Borg-level Archons were optional, as were Saiyans, who could not become Borg because of all the downtime within the node. Their bodies wouldn’t handle it, which was why Paul had only achieved Super Saiyan level 1 after it had been refined so much that he could turn it on and off at will…mostly. The base Saiyan transformation didn’t have to be as extreme as it once was, but still, when inside the Borg node, Paul’s body would vibrate with small muscle contractions to feed the itch that the inactivity created in him, but the mild muscle activity was enough. The higher level Saiyans, however, could not stay still for hours on end and Paul knew he couldn’t go there. Not without giving up his naval endurance for the grandiose battles that went on for days straight. 
 
    So he had only stuck his toe in the Saiyan branch, as far as he could without losing anything else. When needed he could go Super Saiyan and get a speed burst, but the higher level transformations require too much of a base alteration. That’s why Saiyan was optional beyond Goku level, which was when the Archons reached their peak regarding cellular density of their psionic tissue. That’s when they were considered to be ‘mature’ Archons and they went into intense training to open up their Essence vision. 
 
    Not all could, because before you made that first breakthrough you couldn’t sense or control your Essence. It was like it didn’t even exist. But Master Trainer Wilson had found a way to provoke the breakthrough for many Archons, though each one took on a slightly different route that Wilson personally oversaw. Once that breakthrough was made, if it was made, you became a Neo and opened up a whole new world of skills. Paul was currently a Neo 4311, with there being no current limit on levels like the previous ones had. The highest Neo at the moment was Greg, at level 4482, and new level testing had to be devised as he continued to progress onward, like it had always been for the trailblazers. 
 
    To become a Borg you had to be a Neo first, and the melding technique didn’t always manifest itself in a predictable manner, but on the rankings you had to have the rudimentary ability to achieve Neo 3682, which was why so few Archons had achieved it.  
 
    So beyond Goku there was the Essence skills of the Neo level with a Borg branch off. Saiyan ran parallel to it, and there were many Saiyans that had not been able to break through to their Essence skills, at least not yet. Some didn’t care to, focusing on increasing their rank amongst the Saiyans, while still there were other Archons that never went beyond Goku level…but rather abandoned their advancement in order to pick up specializations. 
 
    Specializations were certain fields of work. Archons had to be good in everything, and these were up through Goku level, but after they reached ‘maturity’ some said that was good enough and decided to focus on certain areas only while maintaining their skills in others. The current specializations were Brawler, Jedi, Rambler, Beerus, Inquisitor, Vanguard, Architect, and Commodore, but each Archon could basically detail their own mission parameters after reaching Goku level and not all fit into a predefined niche. 
 
    Paul was an Archon that refused to specialize and kept advancing his skills in all areas, but he didn’t begrudge those that wanted to focus their attention in one or more specialties. There were enough Archons now that having specialists actually enhanced them all, but there always needed to be a foundational group that could do everything at an elite level, and that was the niche that Paul fit into. 
 
    Others would say he was a Commodore, focusing on naval and other duties that put him as the organizer coordinating things from afar, but one look at his test marks said otherwise. He kept up his levels in all disciplines while somehow finding time to add more…and the fact that he only slept once every 5 days, and then for only a few hours after intense workout, gave him pretty much an open ended schedule that he had mastered long ago to give him the flexibility needed for these spontaneous missions, for an Archon trained not to just train, but to act when the need arose, whether it be combat, troubleshooting, or probing yet another mystery of the universe. 
 
    And this one, in the grand scheme of things, was a big one that Paul wouldn’t completely figure out for a very long time. 
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    March 13, 128440 
 
    Vilchad System (Jumanji Kingdom) 
 
    Twer 
 
      
 
    “Hello, trailblazer,” the Hjar’at said as Paul flew down out of the sky and landed on the grassy plain. “What do you require of me?” 
 
    “Information,” Paul said, wearing his armor in jewelry mode and having it covering both his forearms in gleaming white/chrome metal. “Something that must be kept between us.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Virokor said as the old Hjar’at continued to walk along a trail with Paul keeping pace beside him at a hop/walk to match the quadruped. The former V’kit’no’sat commander who had led the last war against Star Force had, after finishing the defeat of their rimward enemies, transferred along with a sizeable contingent of Hjar’at to Star Force while the rest of their race went to war with the Hadarak. Virokor had made that choice for several reasons, one being the lure of combat in the Rim that didn’t involve near suicide missions and offered far more ground combat that the mostly naval battles in the Inner Core.  
 
    Another reason was distaste and distrust of Itaru, even after Mak’to’ran took full control. Others just wanted a change and Virokor’s transfer was their excuse to make the transition, but the primary reason was the debt Virokor felt he owed Star Force for their revealing the existence of the Zak’de’ron and the shame he’d felt at foolishly trying to destroy their rimward brothers. Virokor and the other Hjar’at were now part of Star Force’s Knight race, but this 2 million year old Elder was the most ancient individual within Star Force and he came with a wealth of knowledge about the V’kit’no’sat that did not appear in the pyramid database. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” Virokor asked. 
 
    “We have discovered something disturbing and have been searching our records for similar occurrences. We have found none within Star Force, but there are two possibilities in V’kit’no’sat territory. Berto’dor and Scarret.” 
 
    “Both are Hjar’at worlds. What specifically did you find there?” 
 
    “Evidence of ancient cataclysm. As if giant claw marks were cut across the surface of the planet.” 
 
    “Many V’kit’no’sat worlds bore the mark of Hadarak damage. We have tried to erase most of it.” 
 
    “I am not talking of Hadarak damage. I fear it is evidence of something worse.” 
 
    Virokor stopped and turned his large head until it was two meters away from Paul’s seemingly small body.  
 
    “What have you found?” 
 
    “What do you know of Essence?” 
 
    “Only that it is something Archons hold tightly to and will not discuss with me.” 
 
    Paul reached out his hand and levitated a rock up off the ground and held the palm-sized stone steady between them. “How am I doing this?” 
 
    Virokor hesitated, activating his Pefbar to confirm there were no Lachka tendrils involved. 
 
    “Some type of invisible shield matrix?” 
 
    “Invisible is correct, but it’s not a shield. It’s Essence. You can’t track it unless you can feel Essence, and few can. Only one other race in the galaxy has been known to have this ability, and since it can’t be detected it’s a close secret that we intend to keep that way.” 
 
    “What other race?” 
 
    “The Knights of Quenar can use Essence, we think, but they’re not exactly talkative about these things.” 
 
    “Quenar,” Virokor said, a mix of curiosity and disgust in his voice.  
 
    “Life creates Essence. All life. You have Essence binding your Core to your body. If your Essence becomes depleted you die, but you do not know how to use it so it does not become depleted except in times of extreme stress. Some people die even though others live with identical injuries, and those people die because their Essence was diminished. This is why regenerators cannot revive all those who are recently dead. When the Core leaves, the body becomes a simple machine. And a Core cannot inhabit a body without Essence.” 
 
    “And you are using this Essence to lift the stone?” 
 
    “I am. It is like a Lachka tendril and extending out from me, at some effort, but what Essence I lose I will regenerate with rest. I can do a great many things with it. Things I will not reveal. But let me be clear that Essence is an order of power higher than the V’kit’no’sat have ever achieved. Perhaps higher than the Zak’de’ron. And the Hadarak fear it.” 
 
    Virokor flinched. “I did not believe the Hadarak fear anything. Did the Uriti tell you this?” 
 
    “Yes, and they nearly killed an Archon who used their Essence within proximity of one. We had to use the override to stop the attack. It seems they are hard wired to purge any Essence use. Passive Essence is immaterial. All living beings, including the Hadarak and Uriti have it, but the active use of it, which we call a ‘Rush,’ is like lighting a flare that attracts them into a rage. Ours is so small it got their attention more than enraging them, but we learned not to light even a spark in a system with them.” 
 
    “Very interesting. I thank you for sharing it with me, but what does this have to do with planetary damage?” 
 
    “The Uriti call the Essence use the ‘glowing ones.’ They say they cannot defeat the glowing ones. They are to slow them down, dying in the process, but they insisted they could not win. And we just found an Essence residue in one of those planetary claw marks.” 
 
    That sent a shiver down Virokor’s spine, but at the same time it explained a great deal. 
 
    “Their patrols and their ignoring the V’kit’no’sat are now laid bare. So there truly is an enemy that supersedes them? That is both encouraging and frightening. And only one who can use Essence can see it?” 
 
    “Yes, though it seems the Hadarak have been programmed to sense it. Have you ever encountered anything that might be responsible for this? Something the size of a Hadarak?” 
 
    Virokor huffed as he recalled distant memories. “Nothing that strong, but I remember that there were once other races that roamed the stars. They could not be influenced by Ikrid, and they interfered with transit as well as eating chunks of planets. A few still remained when I was hatched. The V’kit’no’sat were tasked with hunting them down and destroying any that crossed into our spacelanes. I do not think any have been seen since.” 
 
    “Why is that not in the database?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a secret. They were simply vermin that had to be eradicated…or so we thought back then,” he added, now having rethought many such assumptions after joining Star Force. “Their only effective attack was collision, but they were no threat to our warships. Were these claw marks you speak of smooth or ridged?” 
 
    “They are so old it is hard to tell, but I would guess smooth.” 
 
    “The feeding of planets by these beasts made ridges when they chose to skim the surface. That much I remember. They would push, collect, digest, then push again and not always in the same direction.” 
 
    “Nothing else of that size?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of, and those older than me I would not trust with this knowledge. I am grateful you have entrusted me with it.” 
 
    “I haven’t told you everything,” Paul said grimly. “Essence disappears when a Core does. It cannot linger for long without the Core and seems to be sucked down the same ‘hole’ the Core goes through afterwards, metaphorically speaking. The Essence we found may be over a million years old, which is impossible based on what we knew of Essence. There was also a repository of it, beyond our understanding, and when one picks up traces of Essence from someone who has recently died, sometimes memories come with it. There were memories in this ancient Essence, and they involved a harvest of the planet. The rock, water, and people all scooped up and devoured with a giant tool of some sort. And the Essence of the people drained from them in a way we do not understand.” 
 
    “A Hadarak-sized creature that feeds on Essence?” Virokor asked. “And this Essence allows you to do combat oriented things?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “Things that could kill a Hadarak?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say for a being of that size, but I would guess yes, and I would even go as far to say that they might have abilities that we haven’t even discovered yet. If the Uriti fear them so, I would expect them to be able to slaughter the Hadarak…and if they can harvest their Essence, we’re looking at a nightmare situation. Are you familiar with Materia weaponry?” 
 
    “You used one during the Dkan mission that I led. It pulled their ships together into a ball with no gravity or grapple fields detected.” 
 
    “Materia weapons are charged with Essence that Archons slowly fill them with. It takes a long time, but for a few select uses it gives us a huge advantage. Now imagine a Hadarak that can do the same with its own Essence, or by sucking up the Essence of others to use as fuel for its weaponry.” 
 
    Virokor stared at the rock Paul was continuing to levitate as his mind began to imagine the horrors of a type of warfare that could not be seen or defended against. At least the V’kit’no’sat knew how to kill Hadarak, as difficult as it was, but to fight an enemy with invisible weapons… 
 
    “Can it bypass all shields and armor?” 
 
    “Only Essence-laced technology can prevent it.” 
 
    “A Hadarak with a new type of psionics…and the Hadarak are meant to fight them, knowing they’ll lose, but delaying them from what? What are the Hadarak protecting?” 
 
    “My more immediate question is where are these things? I know the galaxy is vast, but if they’re scooping chunks out of planets that’s not going to go unnoticed. If our guess is correct, and it may be way off, there was one roaming the Chexva Kingdom around a million years ago. Did you hear nothing of this at the time?” 
 
    “We did not explore beyond our borders, but if the planets you mentioned were attacked in such a manner, then they are either far older or we should have noticed something of that size within our dominion. Would examining the site be of use to you?” 
 
    “The Essence we found was luck. The container is almost invisible to us, and the other bits of Essence are at the bottom of a mostly uninhabited ocean. If a living being brushes near them, their Core will attract the Essence and it will meld with them. So on inhabited worlds the traces would have been absorbed by the denizens long ago.” 
 
    “Can we feel this happen?” 
 
    Paul dropped the stone to the ground, then looked at Virokor silently for a few seconds. “Well?” 
 
    “I feel nothing.” 
 
    “Then no, you can’t. I just threw some of my Essence on you. You’re absorbing it,” Paul said, telepathically transmitting his sense of it so the Hjar’at could see through his ‘eyes’ what was happening. “It still has my pattern to it, and it’s altering yours with the contact, but since my Core is no longer connected to it yours will win out eventually and it will become assimilated.” 
 
    “You can give other Archons a power boost in this way?” 
 
    “Yes, when needed. We can also use it to heal in a way the regenerator cannot…and then some,” Paul said, kneeling down in the grass and grabbing a clump of it, but not pulling it out of the ground. Virokor watched closely with his own eyes and Pefbar now that Paul cut the telepathic feed, and almost magically the grass grew taller and thicker at a rate only a regenerator could have managed. 
 
    It was three times as tall by the time Paul finished, then he released it to sway gently in the wind above all the rest. 
 
    “How did you add mass?” 
 
    “I didn’t. It was pulled from the air and ground. My Essence allowed me to accelerate the growth, and in a similar way I can help others heal injuries lightning fast, so long as necessary mass is available.” 
 
    “Did you also use Haemra?” 
 
    “No, this was all Essence, and I don’t have much direction with it. I just deliver the Essence and it does the work on its own.” 
 
    “Residual damage?” 
 
    “It leaves you stronger than before, unlike a regenerator.” 
 
    “Amazing. And in theory this super Hadarak could do the same?” 
 
    “Honestly I hadn’t considered that.” 
 
    “Could this be a seeder of planets?” 
 
    “If there’s a way to attract a Core into a new body, I don’t know what it is, but we’re in over our heads here so I’m not ruling anything out. But something that harvests planets doesn’t strike me as the builder type.” 
 
    “All possibilities need to be explored, but your initial worry concerns me as well. Where are these beasts? Or are we talking of a single one?” 
 
    “The Uriti referred to them as plural, but it also seemed to include anyone who learns to use Essence. I think it could be standing orders to destroy anything that delves into that combat realm, because they probably have no defense against it. Well, no effective defense. If they can see them and slow them down, I doubt they’re totally helpless.” 
 
    “Does Essence allow you to survive without food for extended periods of time?” 
 
    “It will allow you to cling to a body that should be dead for longer, but it doesn’t cheat physics as far as the body is concerned. You still need fuel.” 
 
    “So what is this super Hadarak eating in present times?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ve just tripped into a massive mystery and I’m trying to piece together as much as I can. I’m still young compared to you, so I wanted to see if I could glean anything from your experience and wisdom. These spacefaring beasts are one such thing.” 
 
    “Have you not encountered any others in the Rim?” 
 
    “No, we haven’t. And my gut says they’re local to the Core.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps the Vexifad enslaved them into their biological warships?” 
 
    Paul frowned darkly. “If that’s the case we’re going to have another war to fight.” 
 
    “I cite it as a possibility, because my sense was these beasts were quite numerous in ancient times, and their lack in the Rim is disturbing. Could this super Hadarak be feeding on them?” 
 
    “Ugh,” Paul groaned. “I guess it could be. We’ve got so little data that it’s just guesswork at this point. We don’t even know what it looks like, just that it’s big.” 
 
    “Your memories didn’t see it?” 
 
    “No, just the tsunami of rock and water when the surface was gouged out.” 
 
    “Have you discussed this with the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “No and I don’t plan to. We haven’t had reason to talk to them in a long time and they don’t seem to want to have anything to do with us.” 
 
    “But you could if you wanted?” 
 
    “I know how to get a message to them through their servant races, and if they intended to play nice they’d have established diplomatic contact by now. I think they’re just waiting to find an opportunity to do something clever. I don’t think they’ll hit us with a brute force attack until they have an advantage.” 
 
    “I agree. Do not underestimate their patience.” 
 
    “I’m not. But if we’re got some super Hadarak out there lurking to strike, I’m not sure if the Uriti can defeat it.” 
 
    “Can you not craft large materia weapons?” 
 
    “We have to fill them from our own bodies, and we’re a lot smaller than you. But even if Hjar’at had Essence skills, filling a weapon to take down a small planet would take forever.” 
 
    “But it’s not impossible?” 
 
    “Not impossible, just very hard and time consuming to do. Especially if we don’t know for sure if the target can block it.” 
 
    “Essence allows defense as well?” 
 
    “Somewhat. It may be that we’re not advanced enough yet to fully understand our capabilities.” 
 
    “Is it possible to teach other races this ability?” 
 
    “Not all Archons can do it, and not because we hold it back from them. Making the first transition to gaining the ability to even feel it in the smallest amount is a significant barrier. Once you can see it you have something to work with, even if it’s tiny. To everyone else it appears not to exist. We have to go through some crazy training to just get to that point, and a lot fail for reasons we don’t understand.” 
 
    “When you learn more, do you plan to keep it to Archons or expand to the Knight races?” 
 
    “We’re keeping this one close for now, but there are a handful of individuals that are not Human that we’ve managed to get over the hump. Not enough to do the amount of materia charging that you’re inferring.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how to fight this super Hadarak?” 
 
    “Hard to say. I have Essence skills and a body. You can still kill my body the usual ways. Why this is so dangerous to the Hadarak may be that it can affect them in a way that bypasses their armor. Long range Lachka effect maybe, but the memories suggested physical claws ripping into the planet and not an Essence effect.” 
 
    “If they are harvesting Essence, they would not want to waste it in the process.” 
 
    “Point.” 
 
    “And if it is as rare as you suggest, I would expect they would hoard Essence…and in that may be the key to the Hadarak. They are so large that it would take a huge expenditure to kill. The super Hadarak would deplenish its stores as more Hadarak arrive to oppose it, even if it could siphon Essence off the dead ones. Am I right in assuming passive Essence is less than Rush Essence?” 
 
    “It works like your spit, if that helps.” 
 
    Virokor worked his mouth around a bit, then sent a wad of saliva out into the grass, after which his glands started to replace what his mouth lost. “So it would take more Essence to kill a Hadarak than it would gain harvesting the corpse, assuming it took Essence to make the kill.” 
 
    “We’re branching out heavily into a weak theory, but I can’t argue that analysis.” 
 
    “Can Essence work as a cloaking device?” 
 
    Paul cringed. “I don’t know. We’ve been able to disrupt light, but hiding entirely…I just don’t know.” 
 
    “Gravity silhouette cannot be hidden,” Virokor declared. “We need to set up a detection net outside inhabited systems and find this beast before it finds us.” 
 
    “That will not be a quick process, and if it can hibernate then we’re not going to find it.” 
 
    “We must begin to prepare regardless. If the Hadarak fear it, then it may be able to defeat the Uriti as well. We must maintain dominance, or all you have built could crumble.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering to help?” 
 
    “I would be honored if you allowed me to explore this threat and potential countermeasures.” 
 
    Paul smiled. “I thought you might. I don’t think there will be anything to find on Berto’dor and Scarret, but we’d be remiss if we didn’t look.” 
 
    “Only those two?” 
 
    “Yes, and they’re both Hjar’at. Is there a reason for that?” 
 
    “We took the most badly damaged worlds with potential and made them our own as an act of vengeance against the attackers. I will arrange for as in depth a search as you require.” 
 
    “Without telling them why we’re there?” 
 
    “They will not refuse me. They dare not.” 
 
    “Good. How soon can you leave?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5 
 
      
 
      
 
    March 17, 128440 
 
    Megatron 429 System (Mekora Kingdom) 
 
    Inner Zone 
 
      
 
    Kara-317 sat attached to a bulkhead with her armored legs hanging off the metallic/stone beam as a swarm of Ghostblade techs worked to add more pieces to the warehouse station they were constructing. She wasn’t helping, just sitting and starring into the dark void of the black hole they were orbiting as she pondered the significance of what Paul had found. Beside her, off in the distance, there were glowing lines reaching down into the blackness and pulling material up and into the nearby Ghostblade Star Forges, and above them in higher orbits was the mass of traffic passing through the system.  
 
    This low of orbit was banned from traffic, for they were sitting well within the murky zone where sensor signals had to fight the intense gravity to make their way out and back to the ships sending them. Those that did make it got bent and distorted, making positioning hard to fathom and even the light here was messed up. The stars were out of place and skewed into new positions as the black hole bent their visible trajectories. Even the glowing straws were bent, though in reality the shield columns were perfectly straight. 
 
    The construction site was encased in an IDF field so the workers and Kara didn’t have to fight the gravity, but the engines on the warehouse superstructure constantly did, for they were not in orbit. Had they been, they would have been lapping the black hole rapidly in order to keep from getting sucked in, but thanks to anti-grav technology the strength of the black hole made their engines exponentially stronger and sitting in this position was rather easy from a technological standpoint…unless you had a breakdown or ran out of fuel, then you were all going to die quite fast. 
 
    Kara wouldn’t, for her armor allowed her to fly using her own anti-grav and so did those of the workers in suits out assisting the small assembly drones being flown by nearby remote pilots. The warehouse/ship was being constructed to store more of the valuable materials that Ghostblade was getting out of the black hole, some of which the galaxy did not even know existed. There was some truly rare stuff down there that Star Force had come across accidentally and now they were sifting for it on purpose. Ghostblade more than anyone else, for they were well suited to roaming the black holes within Star Force’s domain and harvesting what they could from them, as well as hitting various planets not yet inhabited across the galaxy. 
 
    Kara was once again in command of her Clan, now that she’d figured out how to shut down the remote control of her Vorch’nas, but the interface with her genetic code could not be undone. Even the Zak’de’ron probably couldn’t undo it, based on what she’d learned over the years. It seemed it had been designed to be permanent, underscoring that the Dragons thought of the Zen’zat as slaves that didn’t need a choice. The genetic safeguards also meant Kara couldn’t become a Saiyan, for the Vorch’nas would just reset her genetic code to what it originally was. Essence skills were available to her, and she held out some hope for one day using them to fix her sabotaged genetics, but she’d made her peace with the Vorch’nas now that it no longer obeyed the Zak’de’ron.  
 
    It was part of her now, stretching from the back of her right hand all the way up her arm to her shoulder, though at the moment the white armor was fully deployed to protect her from the vacuum. She could use her shields and free float in space with the armor retracted, but there was no point to risk it. Her Vorch’nas felt like a second skin now, and since she could reprogram it as she liked, it was now her Vorch’nas, and for better or worse she was stuck with it. 
 
    It was a level 12, the most advanced version possible, and Kara had explored every bit of it, every function, every setting. She probably knew more about it now than most of the Zak’de’ron did, and with her help Star Force had learned everything they could about Dragon technology. Even the genetic coding had been broken, the secrets of the alternate code revealed, but knowing how the Zak’de’ron had done it did not mean Star Force could undo it. What it did mean was that there were no longer any part of Zen’zat coding unknown to Star Force. The tier 4 psionics had all been discovered and unlocked, plus the most important piece of coding possible, loosely referred to as the tier 5 psionic.  
 
    But it wasn’t a psionic, it was a transformation mechanism designed to activate when all the psionics had been unlocked, and fortunately Star Force had discovered it before anyone had achieved that. The last of the 12 tier 4s had to be activated genetically, for no one had been able to unlock the Alchemy psionic via dream state. The knowledge to do that had been the same knowledge needed to identify the tier 5 psionic that would turn a Zen’zat into a Zak’de’ron. 
 
    That discovery had shocked everyone, but from their point of view it made sense. Any individual so extraordinarily skilled to unlock all the psionics naturally…which seemed like an impossibility…the Zak’de’ron would wish to have added to their race. Then again, it might also be a hidden fallback in case they were all wiped out. Someday, far in the future when the V’kit’no’sat advanced further, maybe one would have found all the psionics, at which point they would begin to change races and slowly become a Zak’de’ron. How it would happen wasn’t totally known, but it was thought that some sort of chrysalis would be formed after the individual escaped to a place of safety. 
 
    Star Force had, once realizing this, begun the process of eradicating that fifth psionic from the Human genome as well as informing Mak’to’ran so he would allow Star Force to cleanse the Zen’zat of it as well. Davis had not chosen to give the V’kit’no’sat the genetic knowledge necessary to do it themselves, and in a large part due to Kara’s Vorch’nas, Star Force had more knowledge of the Zak’de’ron technology than Mak’to’ran did.  
 
    58,399 years ago the Zak’de’ron had found her and forced a conversation. Fortunately at that point she had already locked out their possible override of the device, and while they did not try to fight and subdue her, she knew they were not happy. To them, she was now beyond their control, but they weren’t ready to pick a fight with Star Force so they had grudgingly allowed it, but since then they had not attempted to contact her. The few discussions they had with Star Force they sent through the Voku, and none in recent history. They were quiet, very quiet, and Kara knew that was bad. They were not cohabitating the galaxy, and in time she knew they’d attack Star Force. How was the question, but she knew they hadn’t given up and that they had at least one Uriti. If they wanted to make nice they would have given it back to Star Force, but to this day it was missing in the galaxy, hidden so well that neither Star Force nor the Knights of Quenar could find it, and Kara knew that wasn’t an accident. 
 
    So now her Clan was tasked with preparing for the Zak’de’ron and whatever avenue they would use to strike at Star Force. Ghostblade wasn’t hiding, but they still didn’t own any planets. Everything they had was mobile, and far more so than Canderous. Ghostblade was based on speed, not bulk, and when they did have large constructs like these Star Forges, they had to add a lot more engine power, making them smaller than what Canderous used, and far smaller than the permanent Star Forges in other locations. 
 
    This black hole had none, though, except the Ghost Blade mobile ones. Right now Kara had 138 of them sucking material out of it, and one of the rarified materials was what they used to build Materia weapons. It had the unique property of maintaining Essence longer than any other material…far longer, allowing it to exist for months before even starting to disappear. All Materia weapons had casings made of the Magicite, then when that material was filled with a special alteration of Essence that made it reflective to other Essence, you then had a bottle to store it in, for Essence only disappeared when it could expand out through other material, as if seeking its host body and thinning when not finding it.  
 
    Essence in a vacuum disappeared almost instantaneously. Kara could extend hers out, but it had to have a conduit back to her Core in order to be viable. If she tried to throw Essence across to one of the Ghostblade workers, some of it would disappear before it hit them, and if the distance was far enough it would disappear entirely. On a planet pushing it through atmosphere made it last minutes, and liquids and solids lasted longer, but nothing could permanently hold it, which was why what Paul had found was so confounding. Even the Magicite had to be periodically recharged, and if it got too low the Essence contained within the bottle would breach and leach out to the surrounding environment.  
 
    But something that could hold Essence for over a million years? That was beyond Kara’s understanding, but if black holes contained Magicite, then perhaps there were more secrets in there that had an effect on Essence, which made her searches of them all that more important, but Magicite wasn’t the only thing that had been found. 
 
    While Solari appeared to be created within dense gravity wells, there were other things that survived them. Magicite’s origin was unknown, but black holes also served as trash dumps, collecting everything around them and some things actually survived the crushing pressure. Things that Star Force had never even thought about making on their own, but apparently some other race in the distant past did. Not in the form of technology, for nothing would survive that galactic trash compactor, but as far as base atoms and molecules were concerned, there was quite a few surprises down there. 
 
    But the sight of it, that pure blackness, made it one of Kara’s favorite places to think. It seemed too black, and she knew that was because there was literally nothing coming out of it. When you typically slept in the dark, with your eyes closed, there was still radiation getting to them. Sometimes people would see spots from more intense radiation bursts, but here there was literally nothing coming out of the black hole, making it seem like smooth blackness that was almost hypnotic to look at with the kaleidoscope of twisted lights bracketing it. 
 
    Her eyes saw nothing down there, and her Pefbar couldn’t reach, so it was if she was looking into infinity save for the tiny spec of ‘red’ far below, though it wasn’t actually a color. 
 
    That spec was actually Buu Zero, one of the original Uriti, and the most flexible of them all. He was shaped like a sphere, but could compress and twist into other shapes. His Yeg’gor armor was weaker than others, but not by much, and the more time they spent in black holes or other extreme gravity wells, the stronger it became through adaptation. Buu didn’t lose flexibility in the exchange, and thankfully that allowed Kara to use him to help her fish for valuable materials too deep for the Star Forges’ straws to reach. 
 
    She couldn’t see him with her eyes, but he had such a huge Essence presence that she could feel him. Her Essence ‘sight’ didn’t follow any known physics, for she wasn’t brushing him with her Essence or vice versa, but large amounts of Essence were detectable at very long range by those with the ‘eyes’ to see it. So down in that sea of blackness a tiny, tiny red spec slowly moved back towards the surface with another ‘catch’ carried within a cavity that Buu had created on its surface and covered over, forming an impromptu cargo hold. 
 
    Kara watched as his dot grew larger and larger, then eventually she started to see with her real eyes a disruption in the blackness. Eventually it became a shape, but it was heavily red shifted and required her helmet to make the adjustment. The image of the Uriti coming up to one of the warehouses near the Star Forges never fully smoothed out, for the gravity was dragging the light as it bounced off it, which wasn’t much to begin with since there was no star nearby. 
 
    The Uriti eventually passed within the IDF field of the warehouse and the cameras there were able to finally see a clear picture, but Kara could not from her position. She could see the spew of pressurized material coming out of the pouch as Buu opened it up a bit and a large net-shield shield array caught it. The Uriti unloaded over the next half hour, then began moving back down into the black hole in search of more compounds useful to Star Force. 
 
    The Uriti could sense gravity in a very fine sense, so the density of various materials stood out, allowing them a little ranged radar, but most of Buu’s hunting involved feeling the atoms and molecules on its surface and in essence ‘breathing’ them in to figure out what they were. When he found a concentration he collected it by absorbing it if it was small, but if it was large he just took a huge bite out of the surrounding area and carried it back up here to blow out.  
 
    The small Buu’s weren’t well suited for this yet, and only Buu Zero was truly effective. The other Uriti could absorb material, but they couldn’t scoop it out, which was why Kara took up as much of Buu Zero’s time as she could get. The others would absorb and then secrete the various materials, giving her access to a lot of very important material, but not as much as a properly set up Star Forge could if the material was at the proper depth. It was the deep deposits that the Uriti needed to reach for them, and she wondered if the Zak’de’ron weren’t using theirs for mining as well. 
 
    But the biggest question of all on her mind, and the reason she was taking this time out to think about it, was these ‘Super Hadarak’ that could mine Essence…or so Paul thought. How they could have gone unnoticed all this time was troubling, and she wondered if the Hadarak hadn’t managed to kill them and they were all gone now. That was probably wishful thinking, and as much as Kara was worried about this like the others, she knew the trailblazers would deal with this. Her mission was to deal with the Zak’de’ron, figure out what they were doing and find a way to stop it before they did. Ghostblade was now the tip of the spear in that regard, while others focused on the Chixzon and pushing out into the frontier.  
 
    Star Force was so big it had a bazillion things on its plate, but the Zak’de’ron were the one that worried Kara the most. And with this new revelation of Super Hadarak, it underscored how much of the galaxy they still did not know about, and Kara was very concerned that the Zak’de’ron might know something about this, or Essence for that matter. There was nothing in her Vorch’nas to suggest that, but they only gave her the information they wanted, and the Knights of Quenar had been very secretive about their Essence knowledge. If the Zak’de’ron also had it, it wasn’t something they would likely reveal. 
 
    It was literally the magic of the galaxy, and if a type of Hadarak, or something like it, could not only use it, but harvest it, then maybe the Zak’de’ron had been grooming the V’kit’no’sat for more than just the war in the galactic Core. Maybe they had even found and destroyed one of these new monsters long ago…or maybe they were completely clueless as well and Star Force had found something new to them as well.  
 
    Regardless, there was a lot to think about and too few facts to work with. Hopefully either Paul or Dina’s research team would find out more. Until then she had some thinking to do, and one thing she’d already figure out was that at least the Neos would be able to see these things coming, when technology wouldn’t, for Kara had a deep suspicion that if these things were still out there, they were very good at hiding. Maybe cloaking good.  
 
    Hopefully there was no way to cloak an Essence signature, but who knew? Kara wasn’t sure of anything since she’d gotten Paul’s message. And the thought of Essence harvesting still chilled her to the bone despite her armor’s ample heating units.  
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    March 19, 128440 
 
    Hlek System (Dengor Region, V’kit’no’sat domain) 
 
    Larsu 
 
      
 
    Mon’ren piloted the small Bo’ja ship down through the sea of craft clogging Larsu’s skies. Orbit wasn’t much better, and the traffic control grids were virtually non-existent, but this wasn’t his first trip in and out of the world. Mon’ren was been in the service of the Zak’de’ron for over 60,000 years and was just returning from another of the missions they’d tasked for him and a small team of other Bo’ja, all of which had formerly been Voku, but that fact had ceased to be the moment they entered Zak’de’ron service. 
 
    His body looked like a Voku, deep black skin, biped, with a trio of tiny eyes held behind an artificial visor that appeared as a red crystal, but Mon’ren and the others were far more advanced than their former race, who also served the ‘Elders’ without knowing who and what they truly were.  
 
    The Bo’ja knew, and with that trust bestowed upon them also came the realization that they could never return to the Voku. Their elevation came at a price of exclusivity, and it was a decision that none of them regretted. The work of the Zak’de’ron was of the highest order, and Mon’ren had long since stopped thinking of it as an honor, but rather now it was his everyday purpose, as had been the capture mission he’d just completed. 
 
    The pair of Dengari were currently stored in stasis in the rear cargo hold of the ship, which on the outside looked like a native vessel of this world, made by the Chestarimo, but that was just camouflage. Inside there was more advanced technology that allowed the Bo’ja to roam the galaxy quietly, moving through the cracks of commerce and geography to carry out their missions inside either V’kit’no’sat or Star Force domain without either one knowing about it. Both were enemies of the Zak’de’ron, but the Bo’ja knew the time to move against them was not close, and these missions were laying the groundwork for the new order to come. It would do no good to defeat the current rulers of the galaxy if one did not have something to replace them with, and as far as Mon’ren could tell, the Zak’de’ron’s forces, while ample, were not up to the task of galactic dominance. 
 
    What these two prisoners had to do with it he didn’t know, nor did he need to. His mission had been to locate and quietly retrieve them, and once they got back to the Bo’ja colony in Larsu they’d be handing them over to others who would deal with them as the Zak’de’ron directed, though he was pretty sure none of the Elders were on the planet. 
 
    Or to be more exact, within the planet, for as Mon’ren drew his ship down to a surface city he approached not a hangar, but a cleverly hidden access port that would allow his vessel to move more than 400 miles underground and down into the molten layers of the planet where the natives could not go or even look, giving the Bo’ja a planet of their own with the perfect cover above them. 
 
    The entrance shaft would only open once the hangar was sealed, and then a holographic image of their ship would remain on the deck while the real ship traveled below, just in case some interloper got into the hangar or used a flying probe to catch a peak at what was inside. It was unlikely to occur, given the fact that the Bo’ja operated the hangar and had good security at the site, but a extra measure was a small price to pay for their anonymity, not to mention it had been done on the order of the Zak’de’ron that had created this colony. 
 
    But now there were only Bo’ja here, upwards of 12 million, and every one of them had originally been a Voku birthed in cloning chambers, though their genetic codes were not identical. They were all tweaked in the manner the Zak’de’ron had instructed them, but now Mon’ren’s genetics had been altered first when he became a Bo’ja and then multiples times afterward as his new race was continually redefined and modified as they proved themselves. 
 
    He now possessed 9 psionics…Ikrid, Lachka, Pefbar, Sesspik, Fornax, Rensiek, Ensek, Nakane, and Pa’no’semak…and each one of them put him in an altogether different league than the Voku. The power that had been entrusted to him could not be passed on to another, but that wasn’t an issue for the Bo’ja because they could not reproduce and had no instinctive drive to do so, as other races did. Nor could they leave Zak’de’ron service, not that any of them ever would want to. They’d been elevated so far, now none wished to return to what they once had been, for being Voku again would be virtually unbearable. 
 
    When Mon’ren finally landed their ship in the huge subterranean hangar filled with hundreds of vessels, his teammates took the prisoners out before he had finished powering down the vessel. He exited last, and seeing how they were already well ahead of him and capable of finishing the handover themselves, he headed off in a different direction, eventually finding his way to the training grounds where he immediately jumped in with the Bo’ja doing various drills, course runs, and other training designed to increase their skill and abilities.  
 
    When finished with that some 39 hours later, he would hibernate in a sleep pod for another 12, then be good to go for the next 238 hours. That was a typical Bo’ja day, as opposed to the 79 hours Voku operated off of, and it was yet another tangible difference between their races…yet his could not exist without theirs, for each Bo’ja had to prove themselves worthy first as a Voku, for the Zak’de’ron had forbid Bo’ja birthing chambers.  
 
    That said, it wasn’t like the Zak’de’ron ran their daily lives. They wouldn’t be useful servants if their masters had to be watching over them day in and day out. The Bo’ja operated out of general parameters set for them, but beyond that they were on their own out here, at least as far as this colony was concerned. He’d first become a Bo’ja onboard a Zak’de’ron Hive ship where there were many different servant races, but since then he had never encountered another except on special missions, and he knew part of the reason for that was security. 
 
    If Mon’ren was ever taken captive, his neural implants would make his memories unrecoverable and so long as he didn’t consciously betray the Zak’de’ron only knowledge of the Bo’ja would be compromised. But if the various servant races worked together, multiple ones could be exposed on a single mission. So far no Bo’ja had ever gone missing, so it was a safe bet the galaxy didn’t even know they existed, and he assumed the same was true of the others, for the Zak’de’ron were extremely wise, cautious, and patient. They knew their time of dominance would return, but it was going to have to be earned and they were going to need the Bo’ja and others to accomplish it. 
 
    The betrayal of the V’kit’no’sat would be dealt with, and even though Mon’ren had not lived through it, the memories given to him still burned him up with hatred for those that had betrayed their oaths. They may not have been fully servants, but their duty to the Zak’de’ron had been the same as that of the Bo’ja and they had not only abandoned it, they had betrayed and destroyed all but the last few Zak’de’ron that had been hidden away just in case that holocaust came to pass. 
 
    Mon’ren would help them get vengeance and return to their rightful place as the galaxy’s guardians, but it was not that simple. Now there were two powers out there, with Star Force being the other. No information had been given to the Bo’ja concerning them, but they were under orders to avoid and hide from them in such a way that it was clear they were not an ally of the Zak’de’ron. They may not have betrayed his masters the same way the V’kit’no’sat did, but they were now, at the minimum, an impediment to the domination of the Zak’de’ron, and Mon’ren had gone on many scouting missions into Star Force territory to learn more about them, their technology, and most importantly their Uriti…which were fearsome beasts. 
 
    The power they contained was greater than that of the Hadarak, whom the Zak’de’ron had sworn to one day eradicate from the galaxy. Yet the Hadarak were masters of their own and the Uriti obeyed Star Force, making them in many ways more dangerous than the V’kit’no’sat, and that danger would have to be dealt with at some point. 
 
    Other Bo’ja had been tasked with running simulations against both Star Force, the V’kit’no’sat, and the lesser powers in the galaxy. War games designed to probe for weaknesses and make the Bo’ja familiar with their future opponents before the first combat arose, using testing systems designed by the Zak’de’ron and operated by a few specially trained Bo’ja while the rest of them, Mon’ren included, did their best to beat the scenarios and learn how to defeat their opponents not only in the long run, but to do so as efficiently as possible. Information Mon’ren and others had brought back about Star Force was input into the simulations to make them more accurate as well as allow the Bo’ja to come up with new strategies to test out, but Mon’ren knew from his previous experience as a Voku that when one went to war no one, not even the Zak’de’ron, would know what was going to happen before it actually happened. 
 
    And they knew that too, otherwise they would not have the Bo’ja constantly running war games and pulling information runs against low level Star Force personnel whose minds the Bo’ja could invade and then wipe so that they would never know what happened. And from Mon’ren’s work he had personally confirmed what others suspected, in that Star Force had a very strict security mechanism in place that essentially bifurcated their empire between the masses and the elite few who contained their most valuable secrets. 
 
    Those the Bo’ja could not risk trying to mind raid, for they were either on Star Force strongholds or were too skilled to grapple with. Only perfect anonymity was acceptable, and if someone put up a fight and realized it after the fact, then the secret of the Bo’ja would be exposed, and that was something that could not be allowed. 
 
    So there was a barrier of information beyond which the Bo’ja could not penetrate, but outside of that Star Force was very liberal with information, meaning there was a lot to collect if one was careful about it and didn’t try to pull a download or hack that could be traced. But to try and pierce the elite barrier of security the Bo’ja had to pull memories from support personnel close to those elites and hope to find a few words spoken in confidence or innocuous comments that could be put together like puzzle pieces to figure out what they would not reveal to the public.  
 
    The secret of how they managed to reproduce Uriti was something that nobody knew, though a lot of people had their own personal theories. None of them were legit and Mon’ren doubted any of the other Zak’de’ron servant races would be able to find out either, assuming they were also going on information raid missions, because it was as if Star Force had known they would be coming and had sanitized everything that might give them away to those that had the power to read minds. 
 
    The list of those that could was extremely short, and even Star Force’s own Protovic couldn’t actually raid a person’s mind, just transmit into it. Those that could typically chose to avoid Star Force, for they would not be allowed to live inside it without precautions, such as a neural inhibitor for temporary visits or genetic deactivation for permanent ones. Star Force wisely only allowed Ikrid-level telepathy for their agents, so anyone who had similar skills naturally steered clear of them or sought to become one of their agents.  
 
    That was how they treated the V’kit’no’sat converts, not allowing any civilian ranks with Ikrid whereas the whole of the V’kit’no’sat empire had it. Star Force’s choice to diminish itself save for select branches was a curious one, but Mon’ren thought he understood part of it, for it allowed Star Force to grow to such monstrous size on the backs of the lesser races. The V’kit’no’sat, on the other hand, ignored the lesser races except when they became a nuisance, keeping their empire at a very elite level.  
 
    Star Force had their own elite level, but it was segregated within an empire that was very averse to psionics. There was a multitude of evidence for them having experimented with such advancements, but each time they did they turned away from that course and incorporated those individuals or races into the empire in a reduced capacity, such as the Protovic, who had a watered down version of psionics.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were far older, but Star Force was the more complex and confusing empire. The Bo’ja did not have a handle on how it truly functioned at its core, but they were learning more with every decade that passed. What the Zak’de’ron knew was bound to be far more extensive, but Mon’ren felt they too did not truly understand Star Force, for while they used their V’kit’no’sat legacy to great effect, they were a self-created empire rather than one designed by the Zak’de’ron, so they weren’t always going to do things as expected. 
 
    That said, their behavior was very predictable, and deliberately so. Their Director Davis had a unique methodology of diplomacy that didn’t require any actual conversation. He would communicate with other races through consistency of behavior that underscored a system of fairness. That ‘fairness’ was a common language of the galaxy co-equal to mathematics, and so far the Bo’ja had not found even a single instance of the Director deviating from it. Either he held to the principles of fairness out of a misguided morality, or it was a deliberate mechanism to communicate with those he had not even met yet. 
 
    Mon’ren believed it to be the latter, for no empire of such scope truly put the well-being of others above its own survival, and he had to give them credit for their form of diplomacy, for it had made them many friends and associates…while simultaneously drawing out their enemies in such a way that they identified themselves freely rather than remaining under the guise of friends that could one day stab you in the back. 
 
    Such a shakeout had caused many confrontations and even a few large scale wars, but in the end the result was the same…predictable stability, making the enigmatic Star Force empire more behaviorally well-known than the V’kit’no’sat who were a jumble of cross purposes bound together by the rule of the Era’tran and, more specifically, Mak’to’ran. When he was eliminated the empire would either rally together in a rage of vengeance, or it would crumble in the ashes of internecine, for the unnatural state of quasi-servants with no master could not sustain itself indefinitely.  
 
    In that way the V’kit’no’sat were doomed, for they had been designed to serve…or rather serve with the Zak’de’ron. Without them the empire ceased to function as intended, with all the upheavals and civil wars that had occurred since originating from that simple and unfixable flaw. Scouting missions to V’kit’no’sat worlds for information raids were harder to manage, but when successful they showed a myriad of possible vectors for invasion, division, and the sowing of confusion and anarchy. So long as you didn’t stand in the open and challenge them, the V’kit’no’sat were ripe to be picked apart slowly while denying them a visible opponent to strike back at. 
 
    Star Force was completely different. They were geared to fight back and dominate in the small skirmishes. The ones involving not planets, nor cities, but individuals here and there. Their entire civilization was based around the individual and they did not believe in sacrifices, so they were geared to protect all individuals, with their specially trained hunters, known as Arc Commandos, seeking out and confronting the ‘picking’ attacks before they could have any measureable effect. 
 
    Mon’ren had had to evade an Arc Commando once, when he let the hunter get too close on his trail. The Bo’ja had not been seen nor captured, but the pursuit was there, like a monster gobbling up his trail and ready to pounce on him if he got lazy or delayed. The Arc Commandos were everywhere, and they did not announce their presence either. They were the invisible guardians that the Bo’ja sparred with regularly, though without ever actually meeting face to face. 
 
    Both empires were going to be hard to topple, and Mon’ren had faith in the Zak’de’ron to find ways that he and his kin never could, but between the two of them it was general consensus amongst the Bo’ja that it was Star Force that was going to be the harder empire to take down, and he, along with the other Voku, still had some lingering mixed feelings considering that the Voku and Star Force were allies.  
 
    If they didn’t come to an agreement with the Zak’de’ron about who had ultimate control over the galaxy, and the Zak’de’ron decided to have them eliminated, then the Bo’ja would fight that war without hesitation…but they would not do so eagerly, for while the V’kit’no’sat had betrayed the Zak’de’ron, Star Force had never been anything but helpful to the Voku, who considered them to be the closest thing to brothers in a galaxy where they had to stand alone to serve the Zak’de’ron. 
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    March 21, 128440 
 
    Szequat System (Voku territory, Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Nergthen 
 
      
 
    Cal-com, Dafchor of the Voku, was not happy. He wasn’t angry, but as the centuries passed he had begun to feel dissatisfied and suspicious, until now when he was privately questioning the wisdom of the Elders. When he’d first been made the Dafchor of the Voku it had been a great honor and an even greater challenge. The Voku had to safeguard Star Force, then they had to safeguard other servant races of the Elders while they stayed hidden from the galaxy. Then they had to defend themselves from the Skarron Crusade, which they would not have been able to without the direct intervention of the Elders. 
 
    It was true that the Li’vorkrachnika had diverted the Crusade with their own invasion, which was what finally ended the threat to the Voku, but the Elders had been there when they most needed them and that had solidified the bond between Cal-com and those he knew to be Zak’de’ron. Ever since he’d been steadfastly loyal and unquestioning of their decisions, but he was not a blind follower who trusted without verification. No, he was one who actually believed in the Elders and had no reason to avert his eyes on subject matter that might challenge his belief…because he actually believed in them. Only someone who suspected a lie would know where not to look for fear of their belief being in jeopardy, but if that was the case then you didn’t truly believe in the first place. Rather, you were a ‘make-believer.’ 
 
    Cal-com was a true believer. He had seen the work of the Elders. He had seen their wisdom proven over the long haul, showing him things early that he could not have fully understood until later. The power of the Elders was beyond his understanding…but something wasn’t right and he could sense it. He felt it in his heart more than anything, but even the logical part of his mind was now objecting to what the Voku had become. 
 
    On the orders of the Elders he had been fortifying Voku territory extensively. They now had stronger defenses in a number of systems than Star Force most likely had, though the extent of his ally’s weaponry wasn’t totally revealed to him. Voku technology was different, but they weren’t quite on par to some of the wonders Star Force had developed. That said, you could still build up a superior force with inferior technology if you had the necessary numerical advantage. 
 
    And that’s what Voku territory had become. A numerical advantage. Systems that were well protected were being stacked with additional defenses, fleets were being doubled and tripled in size, resource production developed at 450% of requirements, deep warehouses with reserves continually stockpiling up, and a population increase that was testing the limits of Voku territory. 
 
    The Voku were ready to act…but no action was allowed. The Voku, on the orders of the Elders, were not to expand beyond their outer borders. And while Cal-com had been colonizing less desirable systems within those boundaries, the only other option for expansion was orbital installations, which he was delving into heavily and having to trade with Star Force for some of the rarer raw materials that he couldn’t use up, but rather had to stock pile on the orders of the Elders. 
 
    And this had been going on for thousands of years. No war had come. Star Force now surrounded every bit of Voku territory, and thankfully they had respected their loose borders and not chosen to colonize empty star systems within. If they had then Cal-com would be in a much worse place now, but still, he and the Voku were capped. 
 
    He’d asked the Elder who lived in the capitol what they were to do, what were they preparing for, but he was never told, only instructed to ‘deepen your defenses and wait.’ 
 
    Cal-com had been waiting, patiently, loyally, but now he was beginning to sense the truth.  
 
    The Voku were not planned for some grand endeavor. They were a storehouse that the Elders were pulling resources from, both materiel and personnel, for the best of Cal-com’s warriors were being recruited and never returned. He was constantly having to train replacements and that was all he could do. There were no wars to fight, and the Voku had been instructed not to help Star Force with their battles civilizing the Rim.  
 
    Cal-com had originally thought that was because there was another threat the Elders needed the Voku ready and able to fight…but that had never happened and now Cal-com was beginning to suspect the truth. The Elders did not intend for the Voku to be warriors, but rather a training ground from which warriors would be born and then recruited directly into Elder service. 
 
    But Cal-com had never been called. When he had become the first Dafchor, he had assumed there would be others in time, but there weren’t. He was the only one, and the Elders insisted that he was where he needed to be while others were pulled from their posts to go and serve the Elders in whatever battles were being fought out in the galaxy while Cal-com was left behind tending to the safe systems and making them safer. 
 
    He had expected the Elders to be saving him for something special, but he doubted that now. He had served his purpose initially, when the Voku and other races were in jeopardy, but now that the Elders had returned and firmly established their power they no longer needed Cal-com in that regard. They didn’t need a warlord anymore, and with every batch of new recruits going out to serve the Elders, he felt more and more dissatisfied.  
 
    The Elder here knew of his feelings and had addressed them directly, citing that his service to the Voku was critical even if it wasn’t in direct combat, and that such service was not to serve one’s ego but to serve the Elders however was necessary. He had agreed with that in principle, but now he was suspecting the truth that they simply didn’t care about him anymore so long as he kept the Voku safe and the flow of recruits coming. 
 
    The grand plan for the Voku was a sham of his own imagination.  
 
    Star Force now ruled the Rim, and while the V’kit’no’sat were still dominant in the Core and the Elders no doubt had plans to avenge themselves on the traitorous empire, it was clear that the only fighting Cal-com would do would be if they came after the Voku…then he would defend the stream of recruits going to the Elders. He would not be leading armies to attack the V’kit’no’sat. He would remain here. Remain behind.  
 
    Meanwhile his peer within Star Force, Paul-024, was out fighting battles and expanding his empire by leaps and bounds. The two of them kept in contact, meeting every now and then, and Cal-com had shared some of his feelings on the matter, for he hated having to turn down Paul when he asked for help on a mission…though he was sure Star Force didn’t really need it. But like Paul, Cal-com did not like to sit on the sidelines while others created the peace that the bulk of the Rim was now enjoying. He needed to be in the action, facing the danger and taking the damage while shielding others. But the Elders would not permit it and he had asked so many times they’d ordered him to stop asking. 
 
    He obeyed, and while they could read his mind at will and know his thoughts, he no longer spoke of it with them. Part of him hoped that war would break out with the V’kit’no’sat and they’d invade Voku territory just so he would have something to do, but such thoughts did him discredit. He had a valuable mission here that he was accomplishing. He was just accomplishing it too easily and he sought the constant challenges that Paul lived and breathed. 
 
    And therein was the problem. Cal-com was alive but he wasn’t living, and like many other older warriors who had left the military after having been passed over by the Elders for recruitment time and again, he was feeling old and worn out from the constant stagnation and uselessness.  
 
    Cal-com was in his private chambers reviewing intelligence data on what Star Force was accomplishing when the summons came. It was a ping in his mind, delivered through his implants, and it instructed him to come to the Elder in the Recluse of the Hall of Majesty.  
 
    The Dafchor went immediately, traveling across two cities in a private aerial craft, then landing in the Hall of Majesty where most of the secret duties of the capitol took place. Cal-com had once lived here, but the lack of activity had turned the location bittersweet, so he had built his personal retreat elsewhere on the planet but not so far away that he couldn’t return quickly if need be, and today, apparently, was one such day. 
 
    Cal-com passed through an array of guards before being granted access to an unguarded door many times his height that opened on his approach and closed again when he stepped inside the large audience chamber. He walked across it to the traditional position of one granted an audience and stopped on the elaborate markings on the floor as a giant blue dragon crawled into view from behind a low wall that blocked Cal-com’s view of the rear portion of the chamber and wherever the passages behind it led. 
 
    “What do you require of me?” Cal-com asked. 
 
    “Devotion, which you are seriously lacking,” the Elder admonished as he fully came into view with his tail slithering over the wall. He stood five times Cal-com’s height, large enough to fit the Voku fully in his mouth if he chose to, but he had never seen nor heard of any of the Elders ever once doing such a barbaric thing.  
 
    “I wish to do more in service,” Cal-com admitted. “Do I not have skills sufficient for a greater purpose?” 
 
    “You have outgrown your position, and it is time for another to take your place. The Voku will need multiple Dafchors, and you are correct in that your skills are now complete.” 
 
    “What is my next assignment?” 
 
    “To wait, which is a task I feel you are no longer able to do.” 
 
    “Wait for what?” 
 
    “For the time you are needed. You no longer have any responsibilities other than to maintain yourself for future need, but your longing for adventure will not allow that, will it?” 
 
    “I do not understand, Elder. I wish to serve, and to do so utilizing my full abilities. Am I wrong for wishing this?” 
 
    “No, Cal-com, you are loyal to your duty…but your former duty is not your present duty. We are not in a time of war, and you are a Dafchor built for one. Now we must groom a Dafchor for a time of preparation, and while the new Dafchor learns you will wait without assignment. Are you unable to do this?” 
 
    Cal-com was silent for a moment, then just blurted out the honesty that was required when one was already in your mind.  
 
    “No, I am not.” 
 
    The Elder nodded. “Thus you are no longer fit to be a Dafchor, for one must do what is required of his duty, and duties change over time.” 
 
    “If waiting is required for something, then let me know what that something is and I will adjust to the task at hand, but having no task is not something I can tolerate. My entire life has been based on purpose. Do not strip it from me now.” 
 
    “There is always purpose, Cal-com, even if you cannot see it. I offer you a choice. Remain as Dafchor with the mission to wait as long as is required until you are needed, or choose to leave the Voku behind and seek your adventure across the galaxy.” 
 
    “Leave?” 
 
    “You cannot remain as you have been. Another Dafchor will take on your duties and grow from the position. You cannot grow any further in it, and if you are unable to master the art of waiting, then you must seek your advancement elsewhere. You are loyal and have guided the Voku admirably through difficult situations. For this I am rewarding you with this choice. You can remain and wait, or I can relieve you of all responsibilities and duties and set you free on the galaxy to do what you like, but with no position or rank within the Voku. If you remain with your race, you must wait. If you leave to seek adventure, you cannot return.” 
 
    “If I choose to go, will you have missions for me beyond our borders?” 
 
    “No, little Voku. There will be no missions. If you go, you will be dead to me, but you will have your freedom to do what you wish. Continued service requires you to master the art of waiting. It is something we learned long ago, and now it is your opportunity to advance beyond Dafchor, if you can master it. I leave you no status quo to cling to. You must change, and I offer you two paths to do so.” 
 
    Cal-com couldn’t speak. He couldn’t comprehend not serving the Elders, but the idea of waiting with nothing to do at all was a horror he could not embrace. 
 
    “It is not disloyal,” the Elder told him, sensing his thoughts. “You can leave with my blessing. The time of the Voku being at war is far in the past and far in the future. This is an era I do not think you are suited for. Thus you must wait until you are needed again, or you must leave. And you know you do not have the superiority necessary to embrace the art of waiting.” 
 
    “I do not,” Cal-com admitted. 
 
    “So I offer you another path as reward for your unflinching service,” the Elder said, with just a hint of sarcasm at the term ‘unflinching’ so that Cal-com would know it was an indication of his failure to live up to expectations. “But you must make the choice. I cannot do so for you.” 
 
    “I wish to serve…but I do not know how to do so waiting.” 
 
    “Take the reward for past service, Cal-com. What lies ahead requires a level of skill that you are lacking…and I will not be forgiving of incompetence if you take on the assignment. Go now with honor at what you have accomplished and continue your life setting your own priorities. Very few in the galaxy have that luxury, and I bestow it upon you now. If you wish to take it, step forward. If you wish to embrace the art of waiting, leave the chamber and begin. The choice must be made now.” 
 
    Cal-com was not ready for this. Not at all. And he felt the Elder had surprised him with it so he could not think about it…so he had to make an honest choice in the moment.  
 
    The Voku searched his own feelings and thoughts, picking up the trend that the Elder must have seen for some time. His duty had become a burden to bear, while his heart desired more. He was in conflict with his duty, and it was making him unfit for service. He either had to become fit, or leave and allow someone else to replace him before he failed in his duty. 
 
    He had wanted a challenge, but waiting was not it. And he knew now, looking up into the face of the Elder, that he did not have their patience in the face of no task, no timetable, no purpose. He could wait forever with a reason, but not without one.  
 
    “I cannot embrace waiting,” he said, stepping forward with a huge wave of trepidation making his arms shake slightly. 
 
    “Kneel,” the Elder said, with Cal-com complying as one of the large talons was brought forth to touch the Voku’s head just above his eye piece. “For years of faithful service I now release you from all duties and associations with the Voku. You are forever barred from returning to Voku territory, but in your exile you will gain a great gift on par with the Zak’de’ron,” the Elder said, for the first time ever using their true name to him. “You will be the master of your own future, and in this small sense will become our peer. Do not return, but go forth with our gratitude and shape your own destiny as we continue to shape the destiny of the galaxy.” 
 
    Cal-com felt a mild burning as his implant was pulled out along with his eye piece, revealing his 3 very dark and tiny eyes to the chamber’s natural light…then in a wash of disorientation he passed out, waking a moment later somewhere else.  
 
    Cal-com was wearing different clothes and the architecture of the buildings around him was not Voku. It was Star Force.  
 
    The former Dafchor stood, feeling a wealth of information in his head underscoring the fact that he was no longer associated with the Voku or the Zak’de’ron, and that he could not return or do a long list of other things that would interfere with them, but beyond that he was the master of his own destiny and what he did with himself was no longer their concern. 
 
    He heard footsteps coming down the hall, for he was inside a building, then a group of Trinx rounded the corner and looked at him oddly, but they just kept walking. Cal-com watched them pass then backtracked the way they had come, nearly bumping into a Gfatt as it walked by on its massive arms and thin single leg in tri-pod fashion as the Voku rounded a corner that led to a stub of a hallway that exited out onto a large promenade filled with hundreds of different Star Force races. 
 
    Cal-com swallowed hard. He had been in the Elder’s chamber a moment ago, now it seemed he was in another system entirely…and he could never go back. His new memories made that clear, and as he reached a hand up to his face he felt for his visor, realizing there was none. Nor was there the input slots between his eyes that had been there his entire life. Now there was only smooth skin with no sign that there had ever been any mechanical alteration. 
 
    A deep sadness spread throughout Cal-com. His entire life had been spent in the service of the Elders, and to be discarded in such a way dug deep…but at the same time there was a lesser feeling attached to it. It wasn’t enough to overcome what had just happened to him, but the sense of freedom was new to the Voku, and was actually something that none of his race had experienced within his lifetime. 
 
    It was scary and exhilarating at the same time, but that did not overcome the sense of failure and abandonment racking him. What he was going to do now he did not know, but the fact that the Elders had put him here was an indication that they knew him better than he knew himself. 
 
    This was a Star Force world. And his next mission, now self-assigned, was to find Paul… 
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    November 19, 128440 
 
    Ittinarello System (Vex Kingdom border) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Paul had been inside V’kit’no’sat territory for several months and away from the Star Force relay grid, so when Rubi came back into it in the Ittinarello System his ship got a massive download of new data from across the empire as it transitioned around the central star towards its outgoing jumppoint. He was curious to pick up where he’d left off with a number of projects, namely Dina’s research into the mysterious Essence-sucking Orb.  
 
    Paul and Virokor had not found much in their investigation, but they had confirmed a few things. First was the monster gashes in the planets. All were similar in scope, but not in number. Trident had 3, Berto’dor 4 and Scarret 4 and a half. The half was an extra scoop out of the southern pole that wasn’t elongated into a gash, and by comparing all three it appeared that the placement of the gouges were more or less consistent with planetary size. They weren’t removing everything on a planet’s surface, but rather 1/3rd of it.  
 
    Virokor had suggested, and Paul agreed, that it looked more like a culling than a harvest, leaving enough lifeforms behind to regrow and enough land for them to exist on while the watershed on the planet would fill in the gashes and open up new land elsewhere.  
 
    That made Paul revisit the memories he’d gained from his interaction with the Essence Orb. They were hazy, but he had seen water in them. He’d thought it had been within the ocean, but now he thought it had been in the shallows near a shore or perhaps a lake. It was definitely an aquatic race with a lot of bodies nearby…he could remember the feeling of swarms and a closeness of them, but when he went back and analyzed planetary dynamics he was able to loosely confirm that the gashes on Trident were not naturally into water. 
 
    The gashes themselves had not gone all the way down into the magma in most places, just skimming the top layer of crust in a way that seemed too precise for a Hadarak’s clumsy surface penetrations. If he had to bet, they were targeted at population centers and oceans were not well suited for such things save for shore-bound aquatic cities.  
 
    Paul and Virokor didn’t have much to work on, but they’d been speculating a lot and there was no apparent reason not to scoop up the entire surface. Only taking a third seemed intentional, as was the spacing between the gouges, and the similarities between the three planets were undeniable. That said, the width of the gouges was not uniform, as if the scoops were of different sizes. 
 
    That meant they were either able to adjust it for their target, or this damage was done by different sized Super Hadarak, which Paul had now decided to refer to as ‘Unicrons’ based off the fictitious planet-sized Transformer. The problem was, looking through both V’kit’no’sat and Star Force records, they could only find the three planets that had the very noticeable trenches. He and Virokor had gone through various permutations about how they could alter over time, but so far they hadn’t come up with anything. 
 
    That said, there were many star systems out there that neither empire had explored, especially in the Deep Core, but the lack of a true ‘feeding ground’ didn’t make sense to either of them and Paul was interested to see what Dina’s team had come up with when he accessed the updates…but a priority personal message for him caught his eye first. 
 
    Virokor, Paul asked telepathically across the ship to the Hjar’at’s modular quarters that were not too far from his own where Paul had just gotten out of the shower after a long workout session, do you mind if we take a detour? 
 
    A detour where? 
 
    The leader of the Voku is in Star Force territory and looking specifically for me. I need to get to him soon.  
 
    Is there a threat present? 
 
    I think it has to do with the Zak’de’ron. The message doesn’t say, but I know he wasn’t supposed to leave Voku territory. I always had to come to him. Whatever this is, it’s important and he mysteriously showed up on one of our worlds. No one knows how he got there and he has no escort or ship. The list of races capable of bypassing our security is slim. 
 
    But the Zak’de’ron can? 
 
    I doubt they can in our secure regions, but the public ones, yes, I believe they can.  
 
    But not the Voku? 
 
    I doubt it. 
 
    Let us find out.  
 
    Thank you. Diverting now. It will take 2 months and 16 days to arrive at his current location. 
 
    Well worth the wait if we gain information on the Zak’de’ron’s actions.  
 
    This is very unusual. I think we’ll find something, but it will delay your return considerably.  
 
    My mission is now mobile. I do not need to be on a Hjar’at world, and I would very much like to hear what this Voku has to say. He is a friend of yours, is he not? 
 
    Yes he is.  
 
    Fighting the Voku, if the Zak’de’ron order them to attack us, would put you in an uncomfortable confrontation, wouldn’t it? 
 
    That’s not a fight I look forward to, but I expect it to come at some point. The Voku have been heavily fortifying their territory. 
 
    I am aware of this. I have studied them closely, as I have the other 37 known servant races of the Zak’de’ron. I note that you have also fortified the surrounding systems in preparation for a Voku attack? 
 
    We have, and the surrounding systems of the others within our domain.  
 
    Are you convinced they will strike the V’kit’no’sat first? 
 
    I think they will do something we do not expect, but I do not think they will strike us and allow the V’kit’no’sat the warning and time to prepare. 
 
    Unless they know the V’kit’no’sat already know. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat people do not know. If they did there would be a call to war and away from the Hadarak border. Do you disagree? 
 
    Only with your understatement. Every world would gear up for war production. That has not happened in the obvious fashion, though Mak’to’ran has been quietly layering on the empire’s defenses. He is no fool, but more cannot be done without telling people why. I think you are correct in that the Zak’de’ron would not want to give him that time, and if he did so now, on his own volition, the Zak’de’ron might strike in response. If they do strike the V’kit’no’sat, will you assist them or wait until the Zak’de’ron worlds can be located? 
 
    We’ll make it up as we go, but we cannot let the V’kit’no’sat be eliminated and the Zak’de’ron to consolidate power in the aftermath only to come after us later. If and when they strike, we have to fight them together or in parallel.  
 
    I concur. I am pleased you and Mak’to’ran think alike. We may actually stand a chance. 
 
    You sound worried? 
 
    They never showed us their true power, and what pieces of it we witnessed during the war were horrifying. They will not fight in the open, strength against strength, the way they instructed us to fight. And if they now have time to prepare and pick the opportune moment, I believe we will see a power far beyond what we witnessed when we caught them unaware. 
 
    I’m not disagreeing with that, but we have a few secret powers you’re not aware of as well. 
 
    It is a war I and the Hjar’at will be pleased to fight alongside you.  
 
    It’s one that has me worried because I’m not totally sure how to prepare for it. They also have at least one Uriti. 
 
    And you are convinced they did not acquire all the Protovic strands before they were neutralized? 
 
    Relatively sure, but it’s not impossible that they found a way to do what the Chixzon did initially and create their own. Especially if they have a Uriti to work with rather than a captured Hadarak.  
 
    A war of Uriti versus Uriti would be cataclysmic. 
 
    That I know how to fight. It’s the unknown that concerns me and how many losses we will take before we realize the nature of the battlefield the Zak’de’ron choose. 
 
    The attacker has the advantage of surprise, the defender the advantage of planetary defenses. You have created an empire that is very hard to defeat, but easy to attack given its widespread size. Vengeance is not the Zak’de’ron’s ultimate aim. Not against you. They wish to resume dominion, and to do that they must not just hurt you, they must totally destroy or absorb you. I can see no way to do this given what you’ve built.  
 
    Neither can I, but they’re working on something. If they thought we were unbeatable, they’d ally with us before going after the V’kit’no’sat. They started to do so long ago, but veered off when we weren’t developing as they liked. 
 
    Did something happen between you that I have not been made aware of? 
 
    Kara, Paul admitted. She’s safe now, but they left programming in her Vorch’nas to kill her if she ever disconnected from it. To the Zak’de’ron, you are a servant or you are dead, there is no other choice. That showed their true nature to us, as did their theft of a Uriti and their slaughtering of the Knights of Quenar to do it and keep us from knowing it was them. They figured out we knew something and the relationship grew cold, and the fact that they have not tried to develop a new one tells me they’re coming after us eventually. They have a plan, I just don’t know what the hell it is. 
 
    Perhaps the Voku will offer a clue. 
 
    Maybe he will. He’s not one to make casual talk, and if he’s come to Star Force territory then there’s something going on that he specifically needs me for. 
 
      
 
    2 months later… 
 
      
 
    When Rubi entered the Beewoo System Paul arranged to have Cal-com transported up to him from the guest quarters he’d been given while waiting. He hadn’t told anyone why he was here, citing it was a matter between himself and Paul, so the trailblazer figured it was best to bring him up to his personal ship so they could have a meeting in private with Virokor politely not being there when Cal-com’s dropship flew into the hangar bay.  
 
    Paul frowned immediately when he saw his friend come into view of his Pefbar and he saw he had no visor…nor implant for that matter. The Voku’s three small eyes were visible, and Paul had only seen them once before when he specifically asked Cal-com to see them. Otherwise the Voku wore their visors round the clock save for hibernating/sleeping.  
 
    “Save us both the effort of talking and look into my mind freely,” Cal-com said gravely.  
 
    Paul immediately did as his friend requested, using his Ikrid to access the strong mind, yet one with absolutely no defenses against such invasion. The Archon’s face went through several changes from curiosity to disgust to anger and back again as he searched through a great deal of material, including some things from long, long ago. 
 
    When he finally finished he was frowning hard. “Art of waiting my ass. He discarded you because you had outgrown pure servitude and were starting to become an equal. I’m glad he didn’t kill you though. You are most welcome in Star Force.” 
 
    “I am broken. I do not know what to do.” 
 
    “That was intentional. He made you feel like a failure, but the Zak’de’ron set you up. There was no way to do what he asked. Either you would fail and he would get rid of you then, or you would have to blindly accept whatever order he gave you, including stupid ones, and you’re too wise for that. Trust is one thing, but allowing stagnation to tear you apart because they say so is crossing a line and I’m proud you had the bravery to resist that.” 
 
    “I am a servant of the Elders. Now I cannot serve them. My mind can logically analyze, but my inner being is damaged in a way I cannot explain. I do not know if I erred or…” 
 
    “No,” Paul said firmly. “You did not. The Zak’de’ron want tools, not peers. You succeeded more than they expected, so they had to get rid of you. They are very clever manipulators pretending to be interested in your well being, but at the end of the day you are nothing more than servants. If you grow beyond that you become peers, and to the Zak’de’ron, I think, peerdom means a threat.” 
 
    “Why then did they not kill me?” 
 
    “They did kill you…by taking away your purpose. They figure your death will be a slow and torturous one now. They do not think you can accept freedom, so they gave it to you so you could kill yourself with it.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” 
 
    “It’s obvious from an outside point of view. They also put a message for me inside your memories. Something you can’t access, and only someone pulling an Ikrid scan could. They claim I corrupted you, and now that you are no longer valuable to them I can have you.” 
 
    “Why would they do that? To assist Star Force?” 
 
    “Hold on a moment before I answer that,” Paul said, procuring a device out of his pocket and using the scanner on Cal-com. He pulled a full body scan, linking the results to the ship’s computer, and got back a negative result. “You’re clean of any transmitters, so they’re not using you as an inadvertent spy. We’ll pull a genetic analysis just in case they added something that shouldn’t be there, but I’m glad I can finally speak with you freely. The Zak’de’ron are our enemy, and one day they’re going to invade us. I don’t know when or where or how, but that war is coming and they know that we know, hence the message that is a taunt.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “They once gave me a gift. I rejected it, for there was a chance it was a means for them to control me as they tried to do with another Archon. The fact that I didn’t fall for it seems to be a sore spot for them, and they’ve come to regard me as an opponent that they like to play games with. This is the first obvious taunt, but they’ve done other things that required a high level of intelligence to understand, and were plausibly deniable, but I’ve got their messages for some time. We’re their prey and they’re toying with us to see how much of a threat we truly are. Them sending you has escalated this greatly.” 
 
    Cal-com considered what he said, but that offered him very few answers, and those spawned yet more questions, but despite his ‘deer in the headlights’ mental state, the wise leader was able to ascertain his own weakness and address it. 
 
    “Tell me everything you can and help me to understand, Paul, for right now I am lost.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, walking beside him and putting a hand on the taller man’s shoulder. “Come with me and I’ll show you what’s really going on…but if I do so you won’t be able to share this information with others.” 
 
    “I have nowhere to go and no one to share it with. Your secrets will not be voluntarily revealed by me.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask. This way,” Paul said, pointing to the doorway out of the hangar, and from there he took Cal-com to an empty set of quarters that were now to be his own. 
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    “Easy,” Paul said, raising his hands for emphasis as he sat on the end of his bed and Cal-com in his desk chair. “This has hit you hard, and I know you can’t see it yet, but this is not as bad as it seems. It’s going to take time, because they outright backstabbed you, but tell me this, why did you serve them? I know your entire race has, but for you, personally, why did you? What did it mean to you? Why them and not some other race?” 
 
    “They were responsible for the elevation of my race,” the now exiled Voku explained. “We owe them everything.” 
 
    “And?” Paul pressed. 
 
    “They are wise…” he said, almost choking on the word. “More powerful than us. And just.” 
 
    “Obviously not, or are you questioning whether you were in the wrong?” 
 
    “You can see inside my mind, so why ask what you already know?” 
 
    “You need to work this through, so answer me. Are you doubting yourself and wondering if they were not correct in kicking you out?” 
 
    “I am so unsure of what happened that I am considering that possibility, but I cannot reconcile it with the facts.” 
 
    “Because it’s not true. Why did you believe the Zak’de’ron are just? Their interactions with you have been very few.” 
 
    “They wrote our legal code. Taught us to work together, value others’ lives, and helped us build a stable civilization where our ancestors had been savages.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Perhaps they taught you to behave better than they behave themselves. Often times doing the wrong thing gives you short term gains. Many unscrupulous people see an opportunity and take it, not caring whether it is right or wrong but in how it is advantageous to them. Now, if I were in the Zak’de’ron’s position and didn’t care about anything other than my own people, I wouldn’t instruct yours to be dishonest, insidious, or reckless. I’d teach you to be solid, reliable, and honest so that you would make the best servants.” 
 
    “You infer they are hypocritical.” 
 
    “I know they are. And I think I have a pretty good sense of their position, though I’ve had far less personal contact than you, but their fingerprints are everywhere on the Voku and the other servant races we’ve identified. They do not think any other race is their equal, but that assessment is not based out of fact, rather out of fear.” 
 
    “Fear?” 
 
    “I am superior, Cal-com. I don’t have to imagine,” Paul said, lifting a hand, palm-up, into the air and subsequently having everything in his room levitate a few inches off the floor or shelves. Even the Voku’s chair lifted up with him in it, then Paul calmly set everything back down where it had been. “My superiority isn’t something I have to protect. It can be challenged and tested. I do not fear testing because I actually am superior, but here is the key point. I want to find people superior to me so I can learn from them and improve myself further. The Zak’de’ron do not behave in this way. They want to assert that they are the top race, the Ultra race, and they seek to destroy or suppress any other competition for that title. This is done out of fear of losing their position, and they’d rather have less skills and be tops than be more skilled yet inferior to someone else. Can you understand that distinction?” 
 
    “I am intimately familiar with half of it. We have long sought to learn from the Elders, mimic them, glean anything we could from their superiority. We eagerly welcomed any knowledge or technology they offered us, for we knew it would enhance our race.” 
 
    “You seek improvement, just as I do. But do the Zak’de’ron if it meant learning from someone else? Could they handle being an apprentice, let alone a servant? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You speak as if they are all the same and not individuals? Doesn’t that run counter to the foundation of Star Force?” 
 
    “Not counter, just an advanced application. Individuals are always present, but if you deliberately eliminate dissenters you end up with a homogenous group, more or less. And though you’re not a Zak’de’ron, that’s what they did with you. I am very glad they didn’t outright kill you, as they have done with others.” 
 
    “He said it was a reward for my service. It was not contentious, just a dismissal.” 
 
    “But you had to be gotten rid of one way or another, and based on the emotions in you now, they are torturing you by ripping away everything that you had based your life on rather than allowing you to become a frontier agent for them…but I’m telling you that they miscalculated, and they did so because of their ego. They think they are the entire reason you exist and don’t realize you saw embodied in them some fundamentals of the universe, and part of your loyalty is to those fundamentals, such as justice, order, self-defense, self-improvement. The rest is a massive wound, because they did rip away your own race and the heritage of servitude, but you’re feeling like everything is gone because you mentally packaged everything around the identity of the Zak’de’ron, and now you must go through the long, hard process of unpacking it.” 
 
    “How would you feel if Star Force exiled you?” 
 
    “I’d be royally pissed, but my associations with the empire are only part of who I am. The other part is an individual. A loner. And the loner part of me would be empowered by the exile. The Zak’de’ron did not want Voku to develop this ability any more than they wanted the Zen’zat to.” 
 
    “You still believe we are their replacement?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “It’s even more obvious now. Ter’nat do not fight. Ter’nat do not build. Ter’nat sit and breed, and the Voku are obviously an enhanced version of this. You can defend yourself, you can provide material resources and take limited military action as needed, but your purpose is to breed and supply the Zak’de’ron with new Zen’zat. That’s why they didn’t want you expanding, or helping me fight on the Rim. Your purpose is to sit, maintain, and produce. You began to realize this so they got rid of you rather than just telling you the truth. Why do you think they didn’t?” 
 
    “If they had I could have understood the mission. It’s as if they deliberately refused to inform me because I failed in some way.” 
 
    “Succeeded in some way,” Paul corrected him. “They needed you to fight and grow early on when they had nothing. Then they change your mandate without telling you. You can’t ungrow, Cal-com. So they either had to let you grow further or remove you, and I know why they didn’t promote you.” 
 
    Cal-com’s brow furrowed. His three eyes had no lids, and were always open, but he could crinkle the skin around them to all but closed over the eyes to protect them when needed, and he nearly did so now, leaving only a thin open line to look through.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Zen’zat,” Paul said simply. “They need to be smart, but not independent. You operated independently for so long, you would not make a good Zen’zat because no matter how loyal you are, you were away from their control for too long. You grew too large to be confined back into that smaller role. Basically, you outrank Zen’zat in a way that even if you chose to become one, you could not any more than I could become a Star Force Commando. Even if I had my psionics removed, I would always think like an Archon. Archons would be my peers, never my superiors. I can’t go backwards, Cal-com, and neither can you. They groomed you into what they needed at the time, but they no longer need Dafchors. They need guardians to protect their breeding grounds. They may use the same term for the new Voku leader, but he won’t be a real Dafchor. Only you are.” 
 
    “When they made me Dafchor they said I would be the first. Did they alter their plans or were they duplicitous from the beginning?” 
 
    “I’d guess duplicitous, or they thought you might die in battle and would have to replace you long ago.” 
 
    “I cannot understand how they can do so much to help us and then do this now.” 
 
    “I help people because they need help. The Zak’de’ron help people because they view that help as a tool to use to accomplish a mission. Once the mission is accomplished, they have no further need of the tools. To put it simply, they use justice when it’s useful to them and abandon it when it’s not. You deserve better than exile, but giving you what you deserve would work contrary to what they’re building, so justice no longer matters in your case…although, ironically, they have done you justice without realizing it.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Because they sent you to me. They put you down in Star Force territory, and because of our relationship they knew you’d probably come find me or I would find you. They did it as a taunt to me, but we’re going to turn the tables on them. You are a warlord, and if you can no longer be one in the service of the Zak’de’ron, then I will turn you into one within Star Force and allow you to continue to grow beyond the limits they imposed upon you.” 
 
    “What exactly are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Voku territory exists within our domain. If the Zak’de’ron move against us, do you truly think they won’t have the Voku attack at least some of our worlds?” 
 
    Cal-com was hesitant for a moment. “If we are to be breeding stock, they would not.” 
 
    “Tools,” Paul corrected him. “Tools that can be used to attack and be breeding stock simultaneously if we’re on the defensive. Or, tools that can be expendable. If you really are to replace the Zen’zat, then they will most likely create multiple Voku civilizations around the galaxy. They may have started others already.” 
 
    Cal-com suddenly grew angry. “If those who went to serve them in battle were sent to become colonists on new worlds, then I am not the only one betrayed. They did not specify what the volunteers would be doing, but taking warriors and turning them into laborers is a betrayal of purpose. We sent only the best to analysis, and the ones they chose deserve better than founding new breeding colonies. They would have to retread paths already taken,” the Voku said, referencing the fact that ‘breeding’ referred more to training and experience than it did reproduction, for Voku did not ‘breed’ in the traditional sense. 
 
    “Possibly. And some day they may order them to attack me. How do you think they would fare in that battle?” 
 
    Cal-com’s anger spiked, but in a cold and very lethal manner reaching down into a deep, dark pit inside him.  
 
    “We would do you damage, but you have grown beyond us. What would you do if the Voku attacked you?” 
 
    “That should be obvious, as we have done with many other races. We would fight, win, and annex you. We would not obliterate Voku worlds out of anger or vengeance. Doing so would be the easy path, but we choose the hard path because it is the right one.” 
 
    “I cannot fathom what that war would be like, but it would be eviscerating. We are inherent allies. The Elders ordered me to protect you so you could grow stronger. Now that you have, it is inconceivable that they would order the Voku to attack.” 
 
    “They sought to use us, maybe just to irritate the V’kit’no’sat a bit, maybe to become another of their tools. But we’ve outgrown them, and like you, we cannot fit into the parameters they wish, so we must be eliminated. And they cannot exile us.” 
 
    “I do not understand their animosity. You should be natural allies against the V’kit’no’sat.” 
 
    “We’re not the issue. It’s them. They don’t want peers, only servants. And based on what they taught the V’kit’no’sat, they will not tolerate any civilization that rivals their own power, for they fear losing their superiority. They would rather be weak and rule than be strong and live in the shadow of another’s domain. I’d bet ten planets that I’m right about that assessment.” 
 
    “I have trusted them for so long that I never feared them. Now…I cannot tolerate being outside their good graces. I feel vulnerable in a way I never have before.” 
 
    “You will recover your balance in time, and for you I think its best if you get assigned a mission immediately and work through these things on the side.” 
 
    “A mission for you?” 
 
    “Partially, but also for you. If the Zak’de’ron mount a massive assault against Star Force using their servant races, many of whom I suspect we know nothing about, and those servant races are sacrificed merely to do us enough damage to set up the final assault from the Zak’de’ron fleets, the Voku may be destroyed. Do you want to walk away from them in exile and let the Zak’de’ron send them to their deaths…or do you want to find a way to save them?” 
 
    “Save them? I’ve been exiled. I have no command authority left.” 
 
    “Do you know what they told the others about your absence?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “What do you suspect they will say?” 
 
    “That I have been exiled.” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “I think not. That would undermine their authority if someone such as you was rewarded for millennia of faithful service with exile. Think. What could they lie about that would allow a smooth transition?” 
 
    Cal-com was silent for a long time, as if the thought of the Elders lying was something he had never considered before, but eventually he came to the same conclusion that Paul had. 
 
    “That I was recruited with the other volunteers. No one is told where they go or what they do, and none return, so my absence would not be questioned.” 
 
    “So the first thing we do is find out if that’s true. We have enough trade assets that we can get information about such a public announce without having to actually poke around. Assuming that’s true, and the Voku later found out what really happened to you, how would your race react?” 
 
    “They would be confused. They might think that Star Force also worked for the Elders and that was where they had assigned me, which is accurate.” 
 
    “No,” Paul said firmly. “They did not assign you here. They threw you out onto my doorstep and don’t care if I send you away or kill you. You are dead to them now and they expect you to exist in a long, painful, broken mess that will eventually expire. This was not a reassignment. It was a clever form of execution. See for yourself.” 
 
    Paul telepathically showed Cal-com the hidden message in his own mind meant for Paul, essentially mocking the Archon and hinting of the conflict to come while referring to Cal-com as nothing more than a pawn…one that Paul valued and had tainted, thus he was being discarded. 
 
    Cal-com’s mind immediately tried to twist it into something respectable, but with Paul’s thoughts interpreting the message he couldn’t. He saw it through Paul’s eyes, and for the first time got a glimpse of who the Zak’de’ron truly were. 
 
    Cal-com began to breathe heavily, then he slipped out of his too small chair and dropped to a knee on the floor, his hands sinking into the carpet as he stared at nothing. 
 
    “I have been blind, Paul. I do not know how I could be so blind.” 
 
    “Take it slow,” the Human said, remaining sitting the foot of the bed a couple meters away. “When I first learned the truth of the V’kit’no’sat it took several days to work through it. Everything I had been taught previously had been a lie, and since I had grown up within that lie I had not thought beyond it. My mind had been shaped into a wedge, and when I had to open it up into a sphere it was not a pleasant experience. What you are going through is far worse, but you will get through it. I promise you will, but right now you need to embrace the pain, the disgust, and the fear…let it soak into you, for with it comes the freedom of truth, and that is worth the effort a thousand times over. But you have to take it slow or you can get overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” Cal-com said, still on the floor and not moving. “If you can guide me, I will endeavor to learn.” 
 
    “Good. Because I do not want to fight the Voku. I want to free them from the Zak’de’ron, and if I’m going to have any chance of doing it, I need you. They need you. This may not be possible, and if it is I doubt the Zak’de’ron will let the Voku go as easily as they did you. I think they would sooner kill them all out of spite than let them leave their service, so this is going to be tricky to say the least, but I think we have time. Time to figure out how to save the Voku before they are ordered to their deaths in a suicide attack against Star Force.” 
 
    Cal-com seemed to harden at that prospect, and a moment later he slowly stood up to his full height, looking down at where Paul sat.  
 
    “That I cannot allow. I have served the Elders my entire life, but at the same time I have also served my people. The two tasks were one and the same before, but if they must now be split, I still have a responsibility to my race and to those who have directly served under my command. Show me how I can acquit this responsibility, Archon, and I will dedicate my life to serving Star Force.” 
 
    “No. No more serving,” Paul said, standing as well as he grabbed Cal-com’s arm, gripping it in a wrist-lock handshake. “We’re friends, and now you’re family. We fight together, side by side, because we choose to. Not because of an oath or servitude. We do it because it’s the right thing to do, and because together we are stronger than we are fighting on our own. That’s called a ‘team’ and it is something Star Force does very well.” 
 
    “Then I will join your team,” Cal-com said, grabbing Paul’s wrist and completing the lock with his larger hand. “That you lead.” 
 
    “Well, I am an Archon. That literally means ‘leader.’” 
 
    “It suits you well. And thank you for the distinction. Serving someone so small would be…odd.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “Good. Very good. Now, let’s discuss something you haven’t been exposed to yet. A little thing called Essence that I would very much like to know if any of the Zak’de’ron you have encountered have demonstrated…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
    November 20, 128440 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Davis tapped on his desk, a frustrated tap that amounted to a small version of punching a wall as he read the latest report from Dina’s research project. She had nothing new to show for it other than a long list of things they’d tried that had no effect whatsoever. The Orb seemed to not exist, yet it was absorbing Essence like a sponge. Only hardened Essence could penetrate it, and even then it took Dina’s level of skill to manage even a short breach. Lesser skilled Archons couldn’t even get through the dense ‘material’ and nobody had any idea what it was, how it worked, or what it could do. 
 
    To put it bluntly, they were stumped. Someone out there had Essence technology far beyond what Star Force could understand, and while he wanted answers he knew better than to ask the Knights of Quenar to assist. He doubted they would be able to help, but their level of Essence skill wasn’t fully known. It might be lower than Star Force, or perhaps higher, but Davis had the feeling this was beyond both of them, and that left the question of who the Orb belonged to? 
 
    The galaxy was vast, that was a given, but something that literally ate chunks out of planets shouldn’t have been able to hide this well. Was it destroyed? Were they destroyed? Or was it so terrible that it destroyed all its victims before they had a chance to tell others what happened? And why weren’t there more worlds out there showing evidence of being harvested? 
 
    There were too many questions and almost no answers. And if Ariel hadn’t stumbled across this Star Force would have continued to be completely blind to this mysterious threat.  
 
    Davis’s eyes darted to a small hologram in a niche on the far wall of his massive office. It depicted an Archon, Keli-172, who had died. She was the most senior Archon ever lost, and it hadn’t been in combat. When Star Force’s knowledge of Essence was limited and numerous Archons had broken through the barrier to the point where they could cause an Essence Rush and actually use it to do various things they, of course, pushed their limits. The trailblazers had been slightly more cautious, and Keli had been the first one to encounter Essence suction. 
 
    She’d been working on creating shapes with her Essence, the kind that Davis could now use to lift objects without his Lachka. His own control was wobbly, but he could manage small items that didn’t require a precise grip. Keli had been pushing Essence into larger and larger objects, noting that the larger they became the easier it was to fill them up, for the Essence clung to itself somewhat, and Davis had learned himself that pushing your Essence away from your body required an effort. 
 
    That effort diminished with the more of your Essence that existed outside your body yet it was always connected to you by a conduit. Without a conduit you lost control of it and the Essence would return to you if your body crossed it or came close enough, but if not it would gradually disappear while floating around like a cloud.  
 
    But if you maintained a link you could control it with your Core and make it do various things. However, as Keli discovered for the rest of Star Force, if you put more Essence in your objects than you have within your body, the Essence in your body wants to flow towards the larger amount and a suction occurs. It had been drained from her without effort, and never having experienced this before she didn’t know how to hold her Essence inside and fight the suction.  
 
    Now, Davis knew, if he accidentally crossed into a suction situation he needed to bring the Essence object back to his body and remerge it. If he didn’t, what happened to Keli could happen to him…with the suction pulling so much Essence away from her body that her Core detached from it. Essence was the glue that connected a Core to a body, and if the amount got too low you would simply die. 
 
    Keli paid the ultimate price for that lesson, but to this day no other Archon had died to suction because they now had the knowledge of it, the threat it posed, and had come up with ways to counter it. Davis kept her hologram in his office as a reminder of how the unknown can kill even the most prepared and wise among us because it can catch us off guard. 
 
    And now Davis feared they were blundering into another such situation. The Orb was so far beyond them he had no idea if it was dangerous or what danger might be in the technology or skills that created it, or from the people that wielded them. This was an entirely blank canvas for Star Force, and Keli was a reminder how dangerous such ignorance could be.  
 
    That didn’t sit well with Davis, hence the tapping on the desk as he tried to piece this mystery together going through every experiment that Dina’s team was conducting and hoping to gain some insight from their failures…before someone else paid the price of discovery with their life.  
 
      
 
    It had taken a year to get here, but the Chixzon ship had finally penetrated the outer defense ring of the Hadarak Zone. They had never been here before due to the danger, but they had gained knowledge of some of the inner workings of the Hadarak race from the one they had captured long, long ago. They’d used that Hadarak to spawn the Uriti, the galaxy now knew, but they did not know the extent of the information they had gained from the process.  
 
    The Hadarak used to patrol halfway out to the Rim, but were now compressed into the Deep Core thanks to the V’kit’no’sat, though that empire didn’t understand the power they were up against. No one did, as far as the Chixzon knew, and that knowledge was why they had never tried to conquer the coreward half of the galaxy. They had sought to dominate the Rim where the Hadarak would not go except under extraordinary circumstances, for it was the massive black holes near the center of the galaxy that were most important to them. 
 
    Going outward from them were several layers of defense, with the outermost ring being a band of star systems surrounding the Core in a sphere where they permanently inhabited them. There was no way to make a jump past those systems as far as the Hadarak knew, but they were slow and heavy in comparison to the Chixzon starships, and if one was patient and had strong enough gravity drives you could limp through a few small weaknesses in the outer ring if you knew the geography of what was inside. 
 
    The Chixzon did not, because no one had gotten that far to map it, so all they had was the distant light of the stars to guestimate on. If this mission did not return successfully within another two and a half years it would be deemed a failure and another sent, but the 6 mile long vessel had made it through, dodging the Hadarak on its approach to the outer ring then launching off into the void between the stars that made up the ring hoping to catch enough gravity enroute to steer their way to land at another star.  
 
    The slower one jumped the more ability you had to steer out in interstellar space because you had more time to pull on the distant stars. The Chixzon had managed to curve this way and that, getting more and more of a tug that allowed them to gradually throw the ship towards one of the closely packed stars this deep into the Core. Had they tried this in the Rim they most likely would have been lost forever in space, but there were so many stars here it was viable, though unpredictable, because you didn’t know where you would end up or if you’d run through a nebula or other debris. 
 
    This ship and its crew were expendable and they knew it, but their bravery had paid off and they now sat in a very high orbit around a massive single star that they had slingshotted around, unable to directly brake against, but they’d clung to its gravity field long enough to curve them into a full stop well beyond the inner planets…or what was left of them. 
 
    The Chixzon had never been able to get this far before, not even on deep range scans. They were in completely unexplored territory aside from what knowledge they’d gotten from the captured Hadarak. But as they began recording passive scans of the system what they saw was mind boggling.  
 
    There were four planets in this system, all of which had been rocky, but now they were hollowed out with living tissue replacing the holes in a grotesque weed-like chaotic arrangement that extended far beyond the once natural sphere. Those growths were massive minion colonies, doing what the Chixzon were not entirely sure. Their information was not complete, but they knew these were well protected and critical to the interconnectivity of the Hadarak civilization…which was why the Chixzon ship had to breach the outer ring to get to one.  
 
    They were lucky to find a system with one the first time out, though their information suggested most star systems within the outer boundary line had them in a ratio of something like 6/10. And there were so many warship-scale minions floating around the four infested planets and stellar orbit that the Chixzon doubted they would be able to make it in to the star to make a jump out at any decent speed. Unless they limped out, making slow jumps from high orbit like were they currently were, those minions were going to run them down and destroy them…and as soon as the passive sensors caught up on the lag, they would most likely see those minions already coming at them thanks to the gravity sensors the Hadarak operated primarily on. 
 
    Their arrival here was no doubt detected, despite the fact they were operating one of the best cloaking devices in the galaxy. But it was no matter. They were here where they needed to be and close to accomplishing their mission. Their surviving it was extraneous, but there was still a chance of failure they had to act quickly to banish. 
 
    The Chixzon ship gripped hard on the star’s gravity, launching it towards it on a trajectory away from the planets. If they headed towards them the minions would cluster there even more, but if they pulled them off then cut back it would increase their chances of making it to one of the minion colonies. 
 
    The problem was, the warship-class minions were not as slow as the Hadarak, and there were many varieties here never before seen elsewhere in the galaxy. The Chixzon knew they were stronger and specifically held back to allow the Hadarak to analyze threats based on how far they pushed into the Hadarak patrols. If the V’kit’no’sat realized what their continual war into Hadarak territory would ultimately result in…if they were successful…then they would have abandoned the Core like the Chixzon had and left it to the Hadarak. There was no defeating them, and the little traction the V’kit’no’sat had gained was only because the Hadarak allowed it. Push too far and you would awaken a power beyond measure that would snuff you out with little contest. 
 
    But the V’kit’no’sat were nowhere near the outer defense ring, let alone getting to these minion colonies. If and when they got to the defense ring a powerful response would surge forth from within, destroying the V’kit’no’sat and pushing the patrols back out to their mid galaxy line…but that wasn’t enough for the Chixzon, nor would it happen fast enough. There was another function the Hadarak had, among many, and if the ‘little beings’ every became strong enough to get to the minion colonies it would trigger a purge of them all from the galaxy…a task that would take a million years to fully realize, but it was deemed absolutely necessary to keep the ‘little beings’ from reaching the inner defense rings. 
 
    The Chixzon did not know what they were or what they protected, but they knew if the outer defense ring was broken it would trigger the galactic purge. The V’kit’no’sat were not strong enough to provoke that response, nor were the Chixzon, and even if this ship rammed the colony and did damage to it, that would not be enough to trigger the purge. However, they’d gained knowledge of the signal that would be sent out if such an attack were successful, but it had to go out through the intricate communications network that these minion colonies supported.  
 
    The Chixzon ship did not have a powerful transmitter, so it was going to have to get very, very close in order to get the minion colonies to receive and then transmit it back out across the Deep Core as if it had come from one of their own colonies in another system. This was not something the Chixzon wanted to do, for it would destroy the Rim as well over time, but they no longer had any choice. They could survive it in the massive colony ships they had built, hidden within various nebulas that the Hadarak would never take notice of. It would take an extremely long time for the Hadarak to confirm the galaxy was free of little beings, but if their information was right, when that confirmation was finally made, they would retreat back to the Core and resume their normal patrols, leaving the Chixzon to dominate the rubble left behind.  
 
    It was a drastic tactic and one that had been debated for a very long time, but now there was no other possible method of defeating both the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force. Even if the V’kit’no’sat got to the outer defense ring and triggered a response, it would not reach to the outer Rim where Star Force was now dug in. The only way to take both of them out was a total galactic purge. 
 
    Compared to what the Chixzon had survived previously this was easy, requiring only a vast amount of patience…which they had. It was the end result that mattered, and for some unspecified reason the Hadarak seemed to think that the galaxy would eventually repopulate with little beings. The Chixzon did not know how that was possible, but then again they did not know the origin of life in the galaxy either. Regardless, they would preserve enough servant races to slowly repopulate the Rim with after this was over, but now all that mattered was starting it. 
 
    The Chixzon ship continued on its fast approach to the star, then coasted a while as the minions closed in. They used the coast to charge their capacitors back up to full, and when they reached that level banked as hard left as they could and headed straight for the 3rd planet in the system.  
 
    They did not get within range before the first of the minions caught them…or more precisely got in their way and made them zigzag their approach. The swarm got so large they couldn’t avoid some collisions, so they dropped their ineffective cloaking device and put all their power into their shields and engines, plowing through the small collisions as each one slowed them further. 
 
    The Chixzon modulated their shields to remove the IDF-laden goo that was eating into their engine power, cleaning it off like a windshield wiper and restoring propulsion as more hit and smeared onto the shields again and again…but the Chixzon did make it within transmitting range and cut their engine power by 13% to get full effect from the transmitter.  
 
    It wasn’t a single pulse, but a recurring transmission similar to the beating of war drums. They kept transmitting until they picked up the deafening mimicry by the organic transmitters in the minion colony, at which point they altered course and gradually plowed their way out of the minion swarms, though they were loath to let them go. 
 
    Shields were hit and miss and there were multiple hull breaches by the time the Chixzon ship got outside the mass of the minions and made a slow microjump towards the star, leaving most behind and trailing them, but when they eventually got to the star the Chixzon ship dove through the converging swarms there and into the outermost layer, burning multiple spots on its hull, including some interior decks, along with the clinging minion goo. They emerged back into space clean of it with full engine power minus one gravity drive that had been damaged, but that was more than enough to run faster than the minions could follow around the curve of the star until they found a hole in the overhead swarms and jumped out at an angle heading for far orbit. 
 
    It was 50/50 whether they would make it or not, and there were so many minions around the star that there was no way they were getting a clear jumppoint out, but if they could make it to the outer reaches of the star system they could make a slow jump that would take months to get to the next star and try to stay alive…but ultimately it didn’t matter. The mission was a success, the war drums were beating on all 4 planets now and transmitting to the Hadarak within the star and across interstellar space where other colonies would pick them up, spreading the call for a galactic purge in to the center of the galaxy and whatever lay there. 
 
    How soon the purge would begin was unknown, but it was now coming and nothing could stop it. Dominion of the galaxy would not be won by warfare, but rather by those who managed to survive the coming apocalypse. 
 
    And amongst all the races in the galaxy, the Chixzon were by far the best survivors, as well as the only ones to have already prepared for nightmare… 
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