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    July 3, 128532 
 
    System 1199930 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    12th planet 
 
      
 
    Paul had the Excalibur slingshoting around the 12th planet in the system at very low orbit, just above the atmosphere and probably scaring witless the millions of denizens living there in mud huts as the 327 mile wide mass passed through the sky and blotted out the sun momentarily, only to have a smaller, angular mass follow in the same orbital track as Keychain chased the Star Force ship, unwilling to let it get away. 
 
    But it wasn’t catching him, and by now it should have learned that basic fact. Over the previous 3 months Paul hadn’t let it out of his sight, following the Lurker from system to system across 173 lightyears and 13 jumps. Its null field couldn’t defeat the backlit tracking sensors, nor could it absorb the Ghostbane sensor bounces, and every time it accelerated using its gravity drives it pinged the Ghostbane, but the sensor itself was not great for long range and was rarely equipped in Star Force vessels. Paul had one in the Excalibur just for a rainy day, and had confirmed that it could track the Lurker, but he had something even better than that. 
 
    Keychain was a Hadarak, and slow as hell navally unless it used its Essence to enhance its speed. When it did that, the Essence Rush was clearly visible from the other side of the star system. There was no way Paul could miss it, so as long as he was onboard the Excalibur, Keychain couldn’t hide from him and there was no way in hell he was going to let the bastard out of his sight so it could sneak up on and ambush another fleet. 
 
    He’d gotten so comfortable being Keychain’s shadow that he’d told the other trailblazers to start using the Ysalamiri again, but with Essence capable Archons onboard just in case there was another Lurker out there. If Keychain was the only one, and Paul stayed with it acting like a very large tracking beacon, then it was harmless to the Ysalamiri because they could avoid it and only attack Hadarak that were several jumps or more away from Keychain. 
 
    Paul didn’t know if the Lurker had figured that out or not, but he’d been shadow boxing with him for 3 months and getting a feel for its navigational capabilities, even with Essence enhancement. He’d been doing some very reckless things in the name of research, but Ace and the others had gotten a good feel in their combat with it to give Paul some parameters to work from, and so far Keychain hadn’t laid a finger on his ship. 
 
    In the beginning it had tried to hide, then run, but now it was pursuing him aggressively and he assumed it had fully regenerated its Essence levels. That would put it at around 2 to 2.5 months recharge rate, considering it had to be using some Essence for the interstellar jumps. There was no way for Paul to gage its actual power level, but a ballpark estimate was a considerable improvement over none at all. 
 
    And the more he taunted and got chased by Keychain the more he was learning about it, and that in turn would be passed on to the others and increase their safety, so he wasn’t going Captain Ahab after Riona’s death, but he did intend to kill this bastard and had been cutting the margin of escape down considerably to test Keychain’s maximum firing range. He’d trimmed estimates down to extreme Tar’vem’jic range and still hadn’t received any Essence attack, meaning he was now able to pester Keychain with weakened Tar’vem’jic hits that apparently the Lurker could not respond to. 
 
    Yet it chased him. Why?  
 
    As the Excalibur came out of its slingshot, it headed for null space within the system and Keychain soon followed, glowing with Essence as it had to boost its speed again to keep up and try to close the gap, but with the Excalibur’s superior speed it couldn’t make it unless Paul made a mistake…and with him plugged into his astromech and essentially bonded to the ship itself, his reaction speed was so high there was no way Keychain could get the jump on him. 
 
    Maybe that’s why it kept chasing. Perhaps it was frustrated after an eternity of being dominant in a galaxy that had nothing to truly oppose it with. But Paul wasn’t making any assumptions, for assumptions could get him and his crew killed here, and along with them the information they had gathered to date, for there were no other Star Force ships in the system. The last contact he’d had was 3 jumps ago when a courier caught up to him, but he’d told it to leave immediately. He didn’t want anyone else around the Lurker until he got a solid feel for what it could or could not do, and right now he had no idea how many different tricks it had buried inside that Yeg’gor armor. 
 
    He still didn’t know how it emitted the goo that had devoured part of Morgan’s ship, and then an entire asteroid in his own test thereafter. The goo had died shortly after it ran out of resources to consume, leaving behind a decaying material that, conveniently, would make for minion ambrosia. He didn’t have any Hadarak minions to test it on, but based on what he knew of their biology and nutrient needs, a Hadarak could drop a few seeds into the decayed goo and have them grow like wildfire. The goo left in orbit that had previously been the asteroid had been dropped into the star to avoid it being used as a giant egg to grow millions of minions in, or perhaps something a lot larger. 
 
    Regardless, it was minion food in addition to a planetary destruction weapon. Paul’s analysis had confirmed it could destroy the outer crust of any planet before temperatures and pressures at lower depths blocked further expansion. It could destroy a planet Earth’s size in approximately 240 days, as far as rock was concerned. How it would respond to water and biomass was another matter, but it wouldn’t alter that figure by much, for under the oceans was bedrock and it would spread there even if the water itself slowed its progress on the surface. 
 
    Paul had sent a request for a countermeasure to be developed back with the first courier to get to him, for if this was allowed even a day on a planet, it would be virtually impossible to stop. They needed something just as virulent to go after it, for right now they didn’t have any shield dampening technology that could stop a Hadarak from landing on a planet if it wanted to. 
 
    But so far Keychain seemed obsessed with Paul rather than any of the planets they were passing by. The Admiral was buzzing them, not for the effect on the denizens below, but to test the maneuvering capability of the Lurker and note when it had to pull on its Essence to supplement its natural movement ability. The more he did that, the more of the Lurker’s limitations would become known, though Essence had a way of stretching them in unpredictable ways. 
 
    Paul eased back on his speed a touch, letting Keychain get within Tar’vem’jic range again, then just stitched his forward bow with dozens of shots while once again matching speed. The Lurker just took the hits, trying to accelerate more, but knowing if it made a huge surge of speed that Paul would match it instantly. So it wasn’t trying to catch up as fast as it could, but it wouldn’t quit its pursuit or let Paul get very far away, and he was beginning to suspect some plan unfolding. 
 
    But as long as he could score some hits, he was fine dancing around the system and chewing off some Yeg’gor from its hull… 
 
    He got an update ping from the star, showing a new contact coming around the horizon from the far side, and despite the fact that Paul’s eyes were closed and his mind melded into the Excalibur, an eyebrow raised as he saw an identical copy of his ship coming into view and accelerating into a microjump heading not for his position, but a rendezvous point that was transmitted to him from Roger-009. 
 
    He had to wait a long time before they got within realtime comm range, but Keychain hadn’t broken off from its seemingly stupid pursuit, nor was it doing anything about the Tar’vem’jic hits it continued to take, so Paul was patiently watching it while waiting for Roger to get within range. 
 
    “I thought I told you to go kill some more Hadarak,” he said when Roger’s hologram finally popped up in mind’s eye.  
 
    “I thought Ace told you not to attack it,” Roger countered. “Can you outrange it?” 
 
    “Seems to be, but something is wrong here. It’s taking hits like it doesn’t care and by now it knows it can’t actually catch me. I’m not sure what it’s up to, but I doubt it’s just stupidly stubborn. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Same reason you are. We gotta crack this bastard before it kills anyone else,” Roger said as he pulled logs from the Excalibur so he could see what Paul had been up to. “Damn, you two have been dancing a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m not letting it step on my toes. Any guess?” 
 
    “Might be trying to see how much fuel you have.” 
 
    “Ha, then we’re going to be at this for a while. He hasn’t eaten anything more than star stuff since we began.” 
 
    “Could be some rock down in the star,” Roger noted, seeing that it had made many stellar dives between system jumps. “Drones?” 
 
    “Been ignoring them unless they’re real close. I think it’s trying to conserve Essence. Other than ramming and goo, I haven’t identified any conventional weapons.” 
 
    “We’re calling it ‘ooze’ now,” Roger updated him. “And we’re pretty sure it’s a minion food generator.” 
 
    Paul sent him his more detailed files since Roger hadn’t pulled them yet. “You sure about that?” 
 
    The other trailblazer sighed. “I was worried about that. The sample we had was dead, so we couldn’t test the rate. These bastards have a long list of tricks, don’t they?” he said as the twin Borg vessel moved into a parallel track but far enough away to not draw the attention of the Lurker.  
 
    “This bastard has more, trust me. I can’t get within medium range to test my theories.” 
 
    “No heart attacks this far out?” 
 
    “No. And I think I know why.” 
 
    “Essence has limited range,” Roger said, echoing his thoughts. “You need a carrier to really reach out and touch someone. I’m surprised they haven’t developed one. A kamikaze minion would seem appropriate.” 
 
    “We’d just shoot it down on approach,” Paul said, wondering why Roger would even suggest that. “Did you have your coffee this morning?” 
 
    “Yuck…no, I’m just ahead of you. Mind if I show you?” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Some bee stings,” Roger said as a chunk of his elongated cube broke off and disintegrated into the ‘tiny’ drones, most of which were under half a mile long. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Paul continued to keep his ship ahead of Keychain’s constant adjustments trying to catch up as they got closer and closer to the star at an angle that would cut near it then head them back out into null space. Roger’s swarm continued to spread out as it approached the Lurker, becoming so diffuse that they no longer looked like a cloud. They moved behind it, far behind, then approached from a rear angle that seemed odd, because it wasn’t directly behind Keychain, but Paul knew exactly what Roger was doing. 
 
    He was maneuvering the drones into jumpline alignment, meaning they had to put the Lurker and the star in front of them so they overlapped…and when they did that, they could pull directly on the star’s gravity, enhancing their collision speed by thousands of times compared to a near lateral approach.  
 
    Paul watched as a few of the drones made jumps at maximum speed and rammed the Lurker, exploding on impact and leaving some scratches on the Yeg’gor armor. Despite their mass, the Yeg’gor was by far harder, so it was the drones that broke rather than the Yeg’gor, yet that much collision speed couldn’t be completely ignored, so each hit did a little more than Paul’s weak Tar’vem’jic shots, but at such a cost of machinery it was downright wasteful. 
 
    “Can it hit them?” Roger asked, seeing the Lurker not firing any Essence shots against them on approach. 
 
    “Individually I doubt it, but it could put up a bug zapper field.” 
 
    “Let’s sneak one in before it figures that out,” Roger said, highlighting one random drone in particular for Paul to watch…and when it rammed Keychain a massive explosion tore out some huge chunks of Yeg’gor, leaving a 1.3 mile wide crater in its place, which wasn’t deep enough to get to the interior ‘soft’ material. 
 
    “What was that?” Paul said, seeing the Essence rush and knowing it was some form of Materia, but what form he couldn’t put his finger on. 
 
    “A test. Essence-enhanced warhead. Now let’s see if he starts blocking,” Roger said with interest as he continued to send kamikaze drones to their nearly pointless deaths.  
 
    “Expensive test.” 
 
    “Small load, Paul. I didn’t want to risk losing a big one if it could intercept the drones,” Roger said, his image frowning as he saw no reaction from Keychain at all. “Huh.” 
 
    “You didn’t hit tissue. I wonder if they can even feel the Yeg’gor loss.” 
 
    “If they can feel replicators walking around, they can feel the loss,” Roger reminded him. “Did Morgan clip its brain a bit?” 
 
    “I don’t like this. It’s too easy. Run or engage, but it won’t do either. What’s it waiting for?” 
 
    “Maybe you really pissed it off and it’s fixated on you.” 
 
    “If that’s the case I’m going to be severely disappointed,” Paul said, searching the sensors for anything else in the system that could come into play.” 
 
    “It’s only been chasing you in this system,” Roger noted warily.  
 
    “Yeah. It tried earlier, but gave up when it couldn’t catch me.” 
 
    “So what’s different here?” 
 
    “We’ve got no data on this system. You think there’s a trap laid here?” 
 
    “Another Lurker wouldn’t make this one any faster. Sensors are clear. I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “There,” Roger said, noting a change in its Essence aura.  
 
    “I see it, but there’s nothing here except close approach to the star. A Lurker can’t hide with a null field there.” 
 
    And then, barely a moment after he said the words, his ship began picking up traces of movement from within the star…and fast movement at that. 
 
    “Shit,” Roger said as he too saw the silhouette manifest on their deepest sensors of a Hadarak-shaped mass quickly rising to the surface. 
 
    “They snuck one by us,” Paul cringed. “This is why we need more scouts.” 
 
    “We need less Hadarak,” Roger corrected him…then Paul’s ship suddenly jerked and fell behind Roger’s. 
 
    “Paul?” 
 
    “Grapple field of some type,” he said, accelerating hard and not getting much response. “Damn it, I’m stuck. IDF resistance, not total, but I can’t jump out. I’m running the capacitors to full.” 
 
    Several of the kamikaze drones were sticking to the rear of Keychain too, zipping in on collision runs and stopping just short of it, then the Lurker changed course and headed down to the star…dragging the Excalibur with it as Paul opened up with all his weaponry as the ranges between the two diminished quickly as he was being reeled in. 
 
    What was happening didn’t make sense, but Roger’s mind worked as fast as Paul’s did and quickly began to assemble the various pieces of data. He altered the collisions of the drones to target all areas of the Lurker, finding that some approaches were still open, but not directly along the jumpline. That suggested that whatever the negation effect was would also have an effect on Lurker, this it had to have some corridors open to pull on the star’s gravity. Comparing that theory to the tract the pair of ships were on, taking out the propulsion that Paul was throwing in, left the Lurker with an acceleration profile headed directly to the star’s center. 
 
    Roger released another Materia-laden drone and targeted that pathway, flying it around between the Lurker and the star, then jumping it out into it. It hit the Yeg’gor armor at full speed, with no resistance detected, disintegrating on the surface and touching the Ta’lin’yi warhead that was bathed in a particular form of Essence that caused it to become so disruptive that even the clenching behavior of the Yeg’gor couldn’t shut it out.  
 
    The material ate into the Lurker like acid, and it was moving so fast it pressed down into the Yeg’gor like a spike before the secondary explosion of the disintegrated material took hold and pushed back out through the breach, causing a short-lived fireworks display that left another crater in the Lurker…but it did nothing to disrupt the death grip it had on Paul’s ship. 
 
    The Hadarak finally emerged from the star, headed directly for the Lurker, and suddenly Roger realized what was happening, for Keychain was burning so brightly in Essence that there was no way that it could sustain the effort long. It was draining itself to be able to reach out and grab Paul’s ship from such a distance, and even as the Excalibur was reeled in the Essence Rush diminished, but not nearly enough. It was burning the equivalent of all the Materia in Star Force possession every fraction of a second and was going to kill itself in the near future if it didn’t stop…but it was pulling Paul directly to the Hadarak.  
 
    And if their theory was correct, that was one massive battery for the Lurker to recharge off of… 
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    Roger saw the Lurker reach out and latch onto Paul’s ship, though his own Ravager’s sensors could not make out exactly what was happening. It was a grapple field, but altered by Essence into something not quite within the bounds of conventional physics. The ship’s computer could box it in, but it couldn’t see what Roger could see.  
 
    And what he saw was it pull Paul’s ship closer to itself and closer to the star, with the tier 3 Hadarak now rising up into orbit on a collision course. He didn’t know if they intended to smash the Excalibur or get it close enough to hook it with a tentacle, but Roger wasn’t just going to sit here and watch. 
 
     His own navigation was unhindered, so he flew up near the disturbance surrounding the Excalibur but did not come close enough to interact with it, then a series of tiny blue beams reached out to Paul’s ship and latched onto hard points…with the Excalibur doing the same and latching its mooring beams onto Roger’s. Then Roger’s ship pulled hard with its gravity drives and began a tug of war with the Lurker that didn’t last long. The Lurker was using so much Essence that it was literally burning out, but before it finally let go the Hadarak got in between Paul’s ship and the star and made a microjump out to them…and slammed into Paul’s dampening shields. 
 
    They caught a lot of the momentum, but not all of it. The Hadarak’s Yeg’gor impacted the shields and pierced them, then the Excalibur’s own Yeg’gor met the 461 mile wide mass and both deformed as the grapple field from the Lurker disappeared and the Hadarak’s latched on. Yet it didn’t have a dampener within it as Keychain’s had. Paul accelerated hard and the mooring beams that were still attached let Roger pull as well, and that was more than enough to yank the Excalibur to the side and off the Hadarak even as it sent several tentacles out and into the ship. 
 
    Yet they moved slow and the two trailblazers’ reaction speed was unmatched, so there wasn’t much time for the tentacles to get deep into the ship, but a disruption blast from Keychain did hit the Excalibur along with something else. Roger got the damage updates as both Borg vessels sped away from the pair of Hadarak that did not pursue, though he could see a conduit open up between them with Essence pouring from the tier 3 into Keychain. 
 
    “Paul?”  
 
    “Give me a moment,” his voice came back, but a hologram didn’t appear for some time.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Roger finally asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve lost 8% of my ship and 4 crew. The rest are wobbly. We all got hit with the heart attack weapon. I was able to flush it away with Essence pretty easy, but the rest had to suffer the damage and let the regenerators repair it. I lost 4 when a section of ship was torqued with some form of Lachka, and I lost a chunk of the exterior to the disruptor and two holes to the tentacles.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, the Hadarak isn’t being fed on. It’s supplying Keychain with Essence voluntarily. It’s transmitting across a short void.” 
 
    Paul took a moment to look, but the further and further they got away the less detail he could make out and he didn’t feel like going back. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Paul?” 
 
    “I didn’t see that coming.” 
 
    “I’ve got your back, buddy. Shake it off.” 
 
    “It added an engine inhibitor. I don’t know how and I don’t know how it works. It wasn’t complete like an IDF.” 
 
    “I saw. If we keep two ships together at all times it won’t work again. We can pull each other out.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “That’s it, I’m coming over. Rendezvous coordinates,” Roger said, sending him a point far out in the system away from any gravity wells that would make it easier for the Lurker or Hadarak to get to them quickly by, then he cut the comm and began to withdraw himself from his own astromech. When that lengthy process was complete he headed for one of the Ravager’s hangar bays, but rather than hop in a dropship he just activated his armor and flew outside as the two ships came to a stop and hovered at a distance of 120 miles…which looked to be nearly touching given how large both vessels were. 
 
    Roger crossed the distance in a number of minutes, seeing the huge missing chunk of the Excalibur in the lower right corner, but there was also a section of the ship near the midline that was bulging out. That must have been the Lachka-like attack Paul had mentioned, and while Roger had seen it on sensor telemetry, getting his own perspective on it now chilled him to the bone. The Lurker had literally reached inside the ship and yanked part of it outward, twisting as it went, but it hadn’t been able to dislodge it.  
 
    That meant it could bypass shields and armor with more than the heart attack weapon. That was hugely problematic, but so far they hadn’t seen the Lurker use any form of Lachka, Essence enhanced or not, and the Hadarak’s grapple field couldn’t twist anything. All it could do was pull or push, making it the far inferior cousin of Lachka.  
 
    Roger flew into one of the Excalibur’s intact hangar bays and made his way through the massive ship until he got to Paul’s personal quarters where he found the trailblazer sitting motionless in a cushioned armchair with his chin cradled in his hand. He didn’t move when Roger came in, nor did he even twitch when Roger shut the door behind him and pulled up a floating chair from the comm station and drifted it over in front of The Admiral. 
 
    “Talk,” Roger demanded. 
 
    “We would have died if you hadn’t showed up,” he said succinctly. 
 
    “We’re working in the blind here, and you just got us some more intel. Not worth the 4 lives lost, but other than poking the Lurker with a stick we can’t learn this stuff.” 
 
    “I screwed up, period.” 
 
    “Yeah you did. So what?” 
 
    Paul’s head remained stationary, but his eyes rotated to glare at Roger. “How do we learn if we can’t poke?” 
 
    “If the Tar’vem’jic can outrange them, the solution to that is obvious.” 
 
    “It won’t engage the same way if nobody is onboard. It can sense our Essence even if we don’t use it. We have to figure out what it can do, and we can’t do that with drones. Not all of its abilities, anyway.” 
 
    “Agreed. We’re screwed on that part. But we can play standoff and still win, the same way with the Hadarak. We just need better Ysalamir to do it.” 
 
    “We have to know,” Paul argued. “We can’t keep flying blind like this, and we can’t keep losing people to surprises.” 
 
    “You’ve lost people before, and it burns you. It burns all of us, but be honest. You’re shaken because you almost died.” 
 
    “We can’t fight a war with one shot kills, Roger. Attrition will be our undoing. Skill won’t matter. Only numbers will. And in that kind of war, the Hadarak win easily.” 
 
    “Or the lizards,” Roger added. “We beat them with skill, and all your skills didn’t protect you from dying here. I did.” 
 
    “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I was reckless, but I had no way of knowing I was. I can’t counter what I can’t see coming, and I’m not throwing lesser skilled people into harm’s way to figure out what this bastard can do. Where did I go wrong?” 
 
    “Fog of war. Learning can be a bitch sometimes. Just be glad you made it through.” 
 
    “I can’t rely on luck. We can’t rely on luck.” 
 
    “We do if we have to. Some of us have been closer to dying than you have and we’ve learned to just wing it.” 
 
    “If a peon can kill a legend by shooting him in the back when he’s not looking, it undoes everything we’ve worked for.” 
 
    “Then let’s take this by the numbers. Do we still have a navigational advantage?” 
 
    “So far, yes. But I can’t promise there’s not a surge capacity in there somewhere that can surprise us.” 
 
    “We can never disprove a negative because we will never encounter it. If this Lurker could catch you, I think it would have by now. Did you notice how much Essence it was burning?” 
 
    “Looked like all of it.” 
 
    Roger nodded. “I think it had to in order to get the range to snag you because it couldn’t catch you. I sensed extreme frustration in its movements. And the fact it waited until a Hadarak was here indicated that it couldn’t finish you without it. It took nearly all its Essence to reel you in. You’re stunned right now, so you’re not thinking clearly. I’m more confident now than I was before, because I think it tapped itself out and gave us a minimum engagement range.” 
 
    “All I see is unpredictability right now,” Paul admitted. 
 
    “I know, which is why I’m here. What do you think that twist was going after?” 
 
    “I’m still wondering why it didn’t go straight for me if it can bypass the armor.” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    Paul’s hand left his chin and he looked directly at Roger. It took a split second before he realized what he was getting at. 
 
    “Highest concentration of personnel.” 
 
    “Exactly. It didn’t think you’d be alone.” 
 
    “But it didn’t get far enough…maybe the mass does have an effect,” Paul said, mentally interfacing with his quarters’ comm system and linking in to the ship’s battlemap. A series of holograms popped up in the space between him and Roger, with Paul making mental adjustments to them and his counterpart adding a few adjustments here and there.  
 
    “There…see it?” Roger said. 
 
    “I do now. A pure Essence pull with the forward end twisting. Movement parameters match exactly within destroyed mass.” 
 
    “And dispersion.” 
 
    “It went for the highest concentration and missed. Its range wasn’t long enough. That means if it gets close enough, it doesn’t have to use its disruptor and chip away at the ship. It’ll go for us directly.” 
 
    “Why didn’t it do that to Morgan?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “It’s learning about us too. The ship doesn’t have Essence, we do, so it’s learning where to destroy the threat to it. The Hadarak can deal with the ship. This bastard is here to take out the superweapons, and that means the Ysalamiri and any Essence user.” 
 
    “Knowing is half the battle, and we’re starting to know more.” 
 
    “Not enough. If someone met us for the first time and we used Lachka on them, how could they figure out all our other psionics? How could they prepare for them?” 
 
    “They couldn’t,” Roger admitted. “And if they sent drones after us, they’d never learn about Ikrid.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m rattled, Roger. The only way we’re going to learn is by losing people.” 
 
    “They took their best shot at you and failed. You won’t give them a second shot.” 
 
    “Not with these same tactics, no, but I can’t guard against others I don’t know about.” 
 
    “Yes you can.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It’s all about Essence for the Lurkers. And I am assuming there are more than one of them. Essence has range issues without a carrier, and the Lurker has no carrier. The Uriti do, but the Hadarak do not beyond their minions. This is a bad weakness that may be countered in other super Lurkers, or whatnot, but Keychain is definitely a melee champ.” 
 
    “With a Yasuo Q flip that’s way too long,” Paul amended.  
 
    “You’re a Cait main. Divers always rattle you.” 
 
    “No they don’t.” 
 
    “You prefer to keep them at range and poke away. When they get in close you run. You’ve learned to play melee with our technology and heavy defenses that allow for longevity, but we’re back to quick kills here, and that you are not comfortable with.” 
 
    “One shot kills,” Paul reiterated. “We can’t fight like that.” 
 
    “We…” Roger stopped short as a thought hit him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was about to say we need a Zhonyas, then I remembered what the Knights of Quenar said about the Essence bubble.” 
 
    Paul suddenly perked up. “Not enough for a ship, but for a single person.” 
 
    “Yet that begs the question of whether or not one can be attacked if in the Essence realm…or whatever it is. If you can push someone there, you can obviously interact. Can a Lurker disintegrate you or skewer you if you’re there? If not, it’d be nifty to have a backup in case a Lurker does get within melee range and tried to assassinate you inside the ship.” 
 
    “You’d be dislodged from it if it moved.” 
 
    “You can survive in your armor so long as you don’t emerge in a bulkhead. They have to have some way to push away atmosphere, or it’d get imbedded in them when they came to Davis.” 
 
    “Give me the items I need and I can fight this,” Paul declared. “But right now I feel like a level 3 in an 18 teamfight.” 
 
    “Lurker is a Rengar. Am I right?” 
 
    “One that we can see. Most people can’t, so yeah, it’s a Rengar and we have no armor for it.” 
 
    “But we do have health. Our ship mass.” 
 
    “We can’t build bigger ships. It’ll just ram us.” 
 
    “Not my point. Excalibur’s bulk keeps the disintegrator from getting to the interior.” 
 
    “There’s that, but with other penetration weapons that’s not much comfort…wait. This really is a lot more like League of Legends than I thought.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Minions. You can either win by defeating the champs, or by pushing the minion waves. And if we don’t guard our inhibitors, the minions will defeat us even if we get the champs. The Hadarak and the Lurkers are the champs. Maybe we can win this with the minions.” 
 
    “What’s our version of a super minion?” 
 
    “The Uriti…but we can’t use them against champs. And we have no idea what their turrets look like. We may have to fight this with disposable units.” 
 
    “But we need our own turrets…oh shit, I just had an idea.” 
 
    “So did I,” Paul agreed. “We need some really big dampeners.” 
 
    “And satellite relays to bounce the Ysalamir beam to.” 
 
    Paul pulled a check on the position of the Hadarak and Keychain, seeing that they were still in low stellar orbit and just sitting there, ostensibly with the Lurker getting a partial or full Essence recharge.  
 
    “We have to keep eyes on Keychain, but if it wants to kill us and the Ysalamir, then we can build a taunt to a trap if we want to devote the resources to it.” 
 
    “It can be mostly hollow.” 
 
    “I know. If Keychain has some surprise for us, this will be a very expensive test, but it’ll be equipment lost and not one of us.” 
 
    “Feel better?” 
 
    “Much,” Paul said, pounding his fist into his palm, only to have a massive telepathic surge cross into his mind. He flinched, as did Roger, then the ship’s telepathic shielding kicked in to dampen the overload as it pinpointed the source of the signal, though both of them knew where it came from. 
 
    “The Hadarak has more broadcast power, it seems,” Roger noted. “There’s your proof, Paul. It’s vexed because it can’t kill you. It isn’t fast enough.” 
 
    “So it’s calling for someone who is?”  
 
    “Or more Lurkers to work in coordination. Either way, it’s more champs on the field. This is game on.” 
 
    “Then let’s build some turrets. We’re going to need them.” 
 
      
 
    Many years later… 
 
      
 
    The Hadarak signal had made its way across their domain, passing from one repeater to another in addition to being carried by couriers. The majority of their signals were telepathic in nature out on the frontier, but once you got into the center of the galaxy the real communications network was Essence-based and invisible to most of the galaxy. When word came that the single assassin they’d sent to deal with the enhanced weaponry had failed and reinforcements were required, that message was spread across the Hadarak domain so those who needed to hear it could wherever they were. 
 
    But it also crossed an uninhabited planet where a single mind existed that was sensitive to the messages. It had lain dormant here for a long time, watching the galaxy through the Hadarak’s eyes unknown to them and residing within their domain with impunity so long as the individual did not get too bold. It had moved about a great deal in the past, but in recent memory it had remained here, sleeping at long lengths as it filtered the hacked messages crossing back and forth between the prime territory and the frontier. 
 
    The dispatching of the assassin had been notable, but it was not something that hadn’t occurred before. The failure of the assassin caused the mind to wake from its most recent slumber, raising its huge snake-like head up out of the curl its scaled body had been in as it looked in the direction of the Rim. 
 
    “Have you finally decided to fight, or has another risen to challenge? You know you do not have the strength, so why now?” 
 
    If there was a chance of a new challenger, then the mind could not remain here as a mole on the Hadarak grid. It would have to travel to the Rim and find out for itself, and after all this time, even if it ended up being a false hope, it would be good to taste uninfested space again…while it lasted.  
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    March 1, 128533 
 
    Hlem System (Home 3 Kingdom) 
 
    Jenidshen 
 
      
 
    Kara flew through the open air of the planet with nothing but a bikini top and a pair of short shorts on, feeling the thick atmosphere against her skin as she circled around the massive ship being constructed on the planet’s surface rather than in orbit. That was unusual for a ship 26 miles long and 6 wide. The highest point was still within the comfortable zone of the atmosphere, for the planet had a blanket of gases 138 miles high, yet the air pressure wasn’t too much for a Human to handle once you got used to it. 
 
    But for the aerial Banwion race, these were ideal conditions for construction. They hated being in space suits or having to use remote drones to construct their craft, so they preferred building medium-sized vessels on the surface and only resorted to orbital shipyards for heavy repair work or for those few cargo ships too massive to be built planetside. 
 
    Jenidshen wasn’t their homeworld, but it had become the center of their faction once they joined Star Force. Prior to that they’d been a minor member of The Nexus and had nearly been destroyed in that empire’s collapse. Star Force had moved in to stabilize a few worlds, and out of that seed had grown a strong faction that specialized in tinkering. They had facilities to mass produce drones, like all factions did, but the Banwion preferred custom designs and getting their hands on the craftsmanship to instill a personal touch. That wasn’t the best option, but Star Force was so massive and redundant that the Banwion could afford to be quirky, and the winged bipeds were buzzing around their newest ship as Kara waited for its completion. 
 
    The Banwion looked like big humming birds with arms, and they zipped here and there in a frenzy that made it hard to understand how they didn’t run into each other without battlemap coordination, but they’d never needed it before and they’d become a go-to for the Archons when they wanted to test out new designs, even if just for the purpose of trying something crazy. 
 
    That’s why she’d come here, because they’d tried to max out engine speed before and it was the Banwion that had helped them do it. The trouble was, you couldn’t get much more speed than a Valkyrie without adding a lot more mass…and then that mass had to be moved to, so adding additional gravity drives didn’t give you as much of a boost as one hoped. The best they’d done in the past was a 6% improvement, and with recent breakthroughs they might get that up to 8% out of a ship far larger and more expensive to build.  
 
    But Kara needed every bit of engine power she could get, for there was no way of knowing what she was going to find in the Deep Core or how far she’d be able to get. The Banwion didn’t have to alter the designs they had on file much, though they did have to add an Archon Sanctum, because there was no way she was going on a multi-decade mission without the ability to properly train. As for the crew, they wouldn’t take up much room, because they’d be all Irondel and would barely stand higher than her ankle. They’d help her maintain the ship and particularly the bioharvest facility inside, leaving her free to train and explore, but most importantly troubleshoot their way through Hadarak territory and keep them alive while gaining what would hopefully be badly needed intel on what the enemy had waiting to spring on them next. 
 
    Losing Riona had been a gut shot to her as well as all the other Archons, which was why Kara was willing to take the risk. Lack of information had gotten Riona killed, and if they didn’t figure out what the Hadarak had waiting for them more would probably die that otherwise shouldn’t. Paul almost had, and she was very glad Roger had been there to pull him out, but while they continued to hound Keychain and figure out what additional powers it had, Kara needed to figure out if they had more Lurkers waiting in the Deep Core…or perhaps something even worse.  
 
    At the minimum they needed a crude map of what was in there, so Kara was going to have to go on a long, quiet journey sneaking around where others had not gotten before. She’d have to be patient. Very patient. Not even the V’kit’no’sat or the Zak’de’ron had gone where she was planning to go, and when push came to shove she was going to have to outrun these bastards, so every bit of speed could end up being vital given that she didn’t know what she was going to come across in there. 
 
    But even as fast as the Banwion worked, it was too slow for Kara. They’d fast tracked this build for her, but that still left her waiting for months. They were about 3 weeks away from completion, then they’d have to do a few trial runs around the system to make sure everything was set up properly before loading up all the necessary equipment, plants, and crew, at which point she’d sneak off and try to find an entry point the Hadarak weren’t expecting. 
 
    Her ship had no cloaking device, because the Hadarak could feel gravity silhouettes that the cloaking devices could not mask, so she’d decided a touch more speed was preferable to carrying around the equipment that would only work on minions. And when her mission was to collect data, she needed to be pulling active scans, and that was something you couldn’t do with a cloak running. 
 
    Kara was flying a couple miles high, seeing the city-like construction slip surrounding the soon to be chrome needle that would be her ship. She hadn’t named it yet, and felt like not doing so. If she was supposed to get through this mission she needed to not exist, so how could you name something that wasn’t supposed to be there? 
 
    She had plenty of sneaking experience with Clan Ghostblade, but this was going to be different. The ability to accurately sense gravity was a technology beyond Star Force, so the normal means of hiding wouldn’t suffice. However, get close to a natural body of gravity and she should blend in from range. A cloaking device would help then, but she couldn’t afford the extra tonnage. Her ship had the beefy shields necessary to protect her during jumps, but no weapons had been included other than a few pea shooters. She hadn’t even wanted them initially, but if something got stuck on the hull or that goo weapon came close, she needed minimal weapon capability.  
 
    That said, she knew that the biggest weapon her ship had was her own powers, both psionic and Essence, though if they did get into a fight they were probably going to end up dead anyway. Not engaging the enemy was the key to survival, and she expected to be flying through systems so fast that nobody could catch her, picking up what data she could on the flyby. Her preference was to go slow around the edge of systems, but that was unlikely to happen all the time and once she was spotted she guessed they would signal others to look out for her, and if she could stay ahead of that news she would have to be running fast and hard the whole way. 
 
    But what was going to happen was up in the air. She’d have to figure it out as she went, which was why she and not some lower ranking Archon or Admiral had been pegged for this mission. Wisdom and experience were her best weapons, and soon she’d have a ship that would allow her to use them effectively…she hoped. 
 
    Kara turned and headed towards her ship, but at an angle up so that she slowly rose above it and crossed over the top as hundreds of thousands of Banwion were carrying tiny bits of hull plates over to the ship and assembling them on site with molecular aligners that allowed them to take tiny bits of material and create one seamless hull out of it. Normally you’d bring in bigger sections to attach then bond the seams, but the Banwion preferred the incremental approach and had enough workers available to make good time at it, though the Kiritak would have been finished by now if she’d brought the project to them. 
 
    The trouble was, the Kiritak were already maxed out with war production and the resettlement of refugees. That resettlement meant thousands of new planets needed to be colonized, with the cities fabricated before the people arrived. The Kiritak were working nonstop to accomplish that along with the Bsidd and many others, including the Paladin, though they were mostly engaged along the edge of the Hadarak Zone and spamming temporary colonies there to deal with the logistical nightmare this war was creating. 
 
    Kara wasn’t going to pull any of them off construction, so the Banwion were the best choice, for few others had the industrial capability to put together a ship like this in short order. However, the Banwion weren’t sitting idle, and off across the horizon the Archon could see many other grounded ships under construction, many of which were warships that were not meant for the Banwion, but for others elsewhere. The Banwion fleet, per faction status requirements, was large and very capable of defending their own worlds, but this race didn’t have the temperament to be warriors. They did well enough as defenders, but not many Banwion had proved themselves worthy for normal fleet status. 
 
    They didn’t have a mindset for combat, for they were geared for production and building came naturally to them. This was a form of challenge craving that fit well into Star Force, but made them about the last on the list of fleets to call for offensive duties.  
 
    So the Banwion would build ships for others when their own fleets got to capacity. They did not expand them, rather replacing ships with upgrades as they came along and recycling the existing ships into new raw materials. Everything here was shiny and new, and had an elitist feel to it that stood in stark contrast to the many dark and dirty worlds in the galaxy. This was civilization at its finest, and the Banwion took great pride in their craftsmanship, which was why many individual customers came here to get custom work done for them, though all those orders had been put on hold when the war began.  
 
    The Rim didn’t like that, for the war wasn’t here and wouldn’t be for a long time, but the Banwion knew that every ship would matter, especially in combat with the Hadarak minions. They saw it as a race of production, Star Force versus Hadarak, with those who built or ‘grew’ ships faster winning out, and with that mindset firmly in place the Banwion had ignored the rest of the galaxy and focused entirely on war production. It had killed their local economy, but in Star Force the economy was for luxury items only and all natural resource production was done in house so it would never be in jeopardy of being tied to credits.  
 
    However, them closing up their public access shop had a negative effect on their previous customers, who had to go elsewhere for their orders. Some smaller subfactions and corporations still supplied large vessels, but the waiting lines were incredibly long now due to the demand and lack of suppliers. Star Force wasn’t going to let people die in the Core when more ships could move them out of harm’s way, but those races and individuals here that relied on Star Force for their day to day needs beyond the empire’s borders were getting hit pretty hard. 
 
    Self-sufficiency on an empire scale was critical, and too many lazy civilizations had come to rely on the Star Force markets despite warnings to the contrary. So right now the Rim was having a sorting out of who was who, with the more respectable client races being well set and the others having to scrimp and save what resources they had as the Hadarak war was sucking just about everything else away from the public markets. 
 
    Just about everything…for Star Force wasn’t ignoring the people on the Rim, many of which needed rescued just as those in the Core did. Star Force didn’t control the entire rim, and while the expansions had been scaled back considerably, they had not been ended. There were still some Star Force fleets fighting in the Rim to spread civilization, and Kara knew Ginsi was out there rather than fighting the Hadarak, and she envied her that. Naval combat was the way of the Hadarak war, and those Archons who had focused on the Commando pathway had little use for those skills in the Core.  
 
    It was a war on a massive scale, but elsewhere in the galaxy you saw the more personal wars that came down to one person versus another, and that’s where Ginsi and some others were the most effective. They wanted to fight the Hadarak, but until there was a way to do so other than naval combat or short term surface missions that could be erased in a matter of seconds by a drone’s weaponry, the Commando specialists knew their skills were best used elsewhere. 
 
    And the same was now true of Kara, for her skills were needed for exploration rather than combat. Right now, though, she was on a break from training for the next 6 hours and just wanted to get some leisurely flying in as she snooped around her nearly complete ship. She’d been inside many times before, but today she just wanted to feel the atmosphere on her skin, force once she went inside with the crew they’d be stuck there for years unless there was some opportunity for a planet visit in the Deep Core, which she highly doubted. And even if there was, running and continuing to run was best way to stay safe, so Kara figured once she took possession of the ship it would become her second fortress of solitude and she wanted to soak in as much planet-side mojo as she could before that happened. 
 
    After she crossed over the ship to the north side, Kara flew down lower again then picked up speed and headed for the strip of greenery running through the cityscape like a river…and at the bottom of it was an actual river, with several miles of trees on either side. She zipped down to the half mile wide shimmering water, then skimmed the surface until the elevation changed and the calm water turned into rapids and waterfalls.  
 
    She stopped just short of the edge of one of the larger waterfalls, seeing a group of Banwion at the bottom sunning themselves on rocks along with a large number of visitors from non-flying races. Kara went right to the edge of the falls and landed on an outcropping with the water rushing by it a few inches lower on either side.  
 
    She touched down on the misty rock in her bare feet, then sat down on the edge and dangled her legs over, kicking her feet back and forth as the spray from below wafted up and cooled her down from the intense sunlight above, for this system was a binary and had twice as much light as others.  
 
    Kara ignored the people pointing up at her from below, and they were too far down and too small to make out what they were saying, giving her a ‘public yet private’ spot on the waterfall with the cascading waters making so much noise she could have yelled and nobody would have heard her.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to miss this,” she said to herself, dipping a hand to the right and diverting a bit of water up onto the rock…then into the air where it pooled into a ball hovering over her lap. She played with the water telekinetically, then shot the ball out forward until her Lachka let go of it, then it deformed and fell as heavy rain to the reforming river below. 
 
    And that’s exactly how the galaxy worked. With the proper influence you could shape it into something beautiful, but let go and it would quickly fall apart into anarchy. Though in some ways anarchy was even preferable to eradication. The thought of every planet being conquered and cleansed of all life except the Hadarak minions that would replace it seemed impossible, but that’s what was happening in the Core and slowly creeping its way outward. It wouldn’t get here forever, but one day forever would come and this world would also burn under their attack. All these people here would die and minions would replace them…and then what?  
 
    Would the Hadarak leave them in place, or pull back once again? She didn’t know, but at that point she didn’t care. The galaxy had to be saved, even the bad parts of it, for what was coming was, in some ways, even worse. It wasn’t to the people suffering and dying out there in their own little hell holes, which was why Star Force wasn’t ignoring them and only focusing on the Hadarak, but most of those place were low level threats that some of the strong individuals could deal with on their own…but the Hadarak were so massive it seemed unsporting. As if there was no pathway to victory, even under the most unlikely of circumstances. 
 
    Star Force, the V’kit’no’sat, and the Zak’de’ron were the only known empires strong enough to even fight back, and without them the galaxy was doomed. Kara didn’t see the point of it all. If the Hadarak wanted everything gone and replaced with minions, why wait until now? Something didn’t add up, and her mission was going to be to gather more data so that hopefully Star Force could figure out what they were up to, though Kara wasn’t too confident about that outcome.  
 
    Right now they were grasping in the dark, and even a tiny nightlight would make a big difference finding their way forward.  
 
    Kara took in a deep, moist breath and let it out slowly as the heavy sound of the waterfall filled her senses. She was going to miss the natural world, but if living in an elaborate tin can for years on end was the way to shed some light on this menace, then so be it. But as long as she had to wait to get going, this wasn’t a bad spot to do it in.  
 
    Kara laid back on the rock and let her hair soak up the water as she looked up at the sky that was too pink to see the stars beyond, almost as if they didn’t exist. She let that sink in for a moment, almost wishing the Hadarak away, then she realized that most people in the galaxy didn’t know the Hadarak even existed, and they wouldn’t until they showed up in their sky on the day they would die.  
 
    “Kara, you dumb bitch. This is why you became an Archon. Duty calls and Riona needs avenged. And more than just killing Keychain. You’ve gotta figure out how to end the Hadarak before they show up in this sky and a billion others.” 
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    November 19, 128533 
 
    Castle One System (V’kit’no’sat territory) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Nom’ron stood onboard the Ironman-class MCV looking out the observation deck at the other identical ships pouring into the uninhabited system…well, soon to be uninhabited anyway, for the natives living on the 8th planet were not totally evacuated yet. Their removal had not been preplanned, for their proximity to the Hadarak Zone was minimal at some 329 lightyears away from the edge of the V’kit’no’sat border.  
 
    They were still in jeopardy, but there were a lot more people closer that had priority for evacuation, including V’kit’no’sat worlds, yet this one had been reprioritized for immediate evacuation by Roger-009. Simultaneously the trailblazer had commissioned this massive construction project that Nom’ron and an army of builders were about to begin work on. He’d been given the immense honor of project lead, but this was not to be a Calavari-only project. Too many tasks had to be accomplished elsewhere, so units from the Calavari, Humans, Kiritak, Bsidd, Paladin, Protovic, and 18 other factions had been assembled and given to him to command. 
 
    This was by far the largest responsibility Nom’ron had ever been tagged with, but he was one of the oldest Master Builders in Star Force and had worked on 17 different Grid Point Constructs. What they were going to build here was going to be just as massive, perhaps more so, for the trailblazers had not given him final blueprints to work off of. Just the first few pieces that would take years to construct, during which he’d been promised to get the final proofs on the rest of the new trailblazer project designated loosely as a ‘space castle’ that could hold its ground against a Hadarak. 
 
    Nom’ron had jumped at the offer to work on this project, not expecting to be offered the lead, but now that he had it there was an immense amount of work to do and it would take months before all the MCVs enroute would arrive. Already there were 12,934 here with that tally ticking up periodically as the active jumpline continued to spill more into the system. There was a small contingent of 34 warships here for system defense, meaning he wouldn’t have to watch his back as he worked, for the navy would take care of that. No, what he had to do now was begin setting up the mechanisms to feed this massive project, for there was no way they’d be importing what they needed. This was going to have to be on-site production. 
 
    The system had been chosen for its proximity to the Hadarak Zone, knowing that over time this ‘safe’ area would be consumed by the Hadarak, giving Nom’ron plenty of time to build it in the hopes that it would offer a safe haven for battle fleets to retreat into and potentially bait Hadarak to their deaths. Unfortunately it wouldn’t do anything to protect the 28 planets here, which was why the natives had to be evacuated, but in their place Nom’ron’s workers were going to be inhabiting all of those planets plus the outer nebular that stretched in a band around the entire system like a thin donut. 
 
    There were no asteroid belts here, so all ores would have to be mined from the planetoids, which included the 1278 different moons of various sizes, and already he had dispatched the first group of MCVs to 6 prime locations. His own ship would be deployed when necessary, but for right now it was acting as traffic control as the system got busier and busier, and from here on out this would seem tranquil as the work was only beginning to start… 
 
      
 
    Tik’ti’s MCV was one of the first assigned in the Castle One System, with his Kiritak crew being sent to a semi-habitable moon with an icy but breathable atmosphere. The gravity was low, which mean the atmosphere had to be quite deep in order to get necessary pressure, and it was through that atmosphere that landing pods were dropping down to the surface and impacting with gentle thuds onto the ice sheets over the most prime areas the survey team had previously located. 
 
    Tik’ti didn’t like staying onboard the MCV itself, so as normal he went down with the first crews as they began to melt their way through the ice, lowering the landing pods below horizon level all the way down through the newly formed shafts to the bedrock below. It was covered with a few meters of sand, into which the landing pods extended boring rods that drilled down some 12 meters and affixed themselves firmly, after which the pods began to unfurl into a makeshift camp as Tik’ti and the other 62 crewmembers in this pod continued to melt away the surrounding ice in their flight capable envirosuits. 
 
    They used gun-like apparatus that vaporized the ice and channeled it through clear shield-crafted tubes up to the surface where it was collected into one master shaft that sent the vapor several miles away to where it was released upwards at an angle into a shower of quickly freezing snow that began to pile up on top of the ice sheets. 
 
    That process continued for hours until base camp was carved out of the ice and the landing pod was fully transformed into temporary housing for the ‘carving’ crews. Tik’ti oversaw the dropship transfer of larger pieces of equipment down from the orbiting MCV and into their storage berths in the half mile wide structure, then he took the third digger to arrive and boarded it with two other Kiritak and began slowly driving it down into the bedrock and producing a torrent of sand behind it as a byproduct. 
 
    Other crew would be collecting the sand and either using it to feed fabrication machinery if desired, or depositing the worthless material elsewhere, but right now he and his two crewmembers were digging the first ‘road’ down more than a mile into the bedrock and making sure they avoided weak areas that could collapse. These initial tunnels were critical, because they needed to get to the desired pockets of material that would then be used to build the reinforcing structures for future tunnels.  
 
    Without imports available, they were having to do these first constructs in old school fashion, and it required a great deal of skill and experience to see the limited sensor readings available through sheer rock and be able to know where to go and not go, and since time was ample but not unlimited, he had marching orders from Project Leader Nom’ron to proceed as fast as reasonable possible, for a lot more work crews would be arriving in the coming months and they didn’t need to be sitting in their ships waiting for work. They needed job sites up and ready to plug into when they arrived. 
 
    So it was up to Tik’ti to get Moon #73 set up for mining duties while other members of his MCV unit were clearing locations for bioharvest facilities, due to the fact that they were going to have to support all the workers where with what they’d brought with them for the following year or two, but after that they’d have to completely supply this system-wide project with every bit of foodstuffs, clothing, and assorted items the workers would need. So they weren’t just here to construct a space castle. They had to create the infrastructure to house and feed the workers, while they then harvested the raw materials, processed them into useable products, then used those products to produce the high end technology that would finally be used to create the anti-Hadarak defense position. 
 
    As wasteful as that all sounded, it was actually the most efficient way to build something of this size. Shipping in resources from outside the system was costly and time consuming beyond measure, and with so many resources going to the war effort, there was no way they had the luxury of doing that here. So while the first stages of the space castle construction wouldn’t be occurring for a long time, once they got the ball rolling and output began to spike, the final phases of construction would go lightning fast compared to them having to ship in everything from outside the system. 
 
    But the basic building blocks were here, in the bedrock of the moon, and Tik’ti’s job was to start getting them out. They were the food that the factories would eat, and his job in this massive project was to provide that input. He had his little piece of the project to see to and knew everyone else would be taking care of theirs. Over the coming years he wouldn’t know what they were doing, nor hear much of any news from the Hadarak front or the other war breaking out in the Rim. He and the others would be focused on their jobs day in and day out, working frantically to build up the industrial base necessary to build the finished product… 
 
      
 
    And that product was far larger than Fili Veroni had thought when she’d first arrived 6 years ago. Originally they’d been tasked with creating a massive central reactor sphere with conduits stretching out like a spider web to far reaching relay nodes, but by the time the trailblazers had finished with the blueprints the Human Master Builder realized their plans were much more ambitious. 
 
    Her job was creating the technology for the relays, and even though they had no structure yet to attach them to, her MCV had already built four production facilities on the 9th planet and was steadily building up a reserve of sensitive components that were being stored in warehouses she was having to build along the way. In approximately 12 years she’d be able to start assembling them in space. Until then it was fabricate and store, all the while doing a little research here and there with some test applications in space just to see if this theoretical technology would actually work. 
 
    The project was based off Ysalamir designs, and it had a limitation of arcing range, so the space castle had to extend that range via relay nodes that would extend out like tethered sentinels and would bounce the centrally created energy cocktail further and further away from the generator…which would be protected by immense dampening shields larger than any ever created by Star Force before, but those were not her concern. 
 
    The relays had to receive and then shoot off the energy arc again, and based off the trailblazer’s blueprints, the actual width of the space fort was going to be larger than a gas giant. The internal space would almost all be a void, with very thin strands connecting it all and giving the weapon the ability to relay its damage everywhere in a spherical firing arc while keeping the enemy far from the actual weapon at the center.  
 
    That meant it had a radius of some 68,284 miles across which multiple relays would have to work in conjunction to shuffle the beam out to the final emitters. And given how many relays a spherical area of that size would need, Fili could not make anything more than a wild estimate to completion time on her part of the project, which she pegged at no less than 63 years. How fast or slow the other parts of the monster castle would take, she didn’t know, but the trailblazers had added a lot of stuff to the spider web that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    There would be internal transit conduits that could shuffle people and supplies from any point in the web to anywhere else, and many random points were going to be used to house shipyards, warehouses, conventional weapon systems, recycling facilities…meaning those that took whole starships, chewed them up, and spat out useful ingots for use in other projects. As Fili looked down the whole list her mind began to come to grasps with what the trailblazers actually had in mind. 
 
    They couldn’t protect a planet, but they intended to move everything they needed on a planet inside the defensive perimeter of the space castle. The outer layers would be barren, with only emitters and relays to keep the Hadarak at bay. Many of those would be lost in combat, guessing by the redundant nature of them, but the further you went into the interior the more ‘fixed’ structures there were, telling her that the trailblazers did not expect the Hadarak to get that far. 
 
    But the wealth of conventional weapons suggested that they did fear that minions could. Dampening shields would work well against the larger threats, but they could only be focused on a single place with that much intensity. The power required to stop a small planet from ramming into you was immense, so it couldn’t be covering the entire perimeter of the project. Furthermore, dampening fields didn’t completely negate your movement, just gum it up so much that it slowed you down to the point where you were easy target practice.  
 
    They couldn’t hold off a Hadarak forever if the firing mechanism didn’t scare them away or destroy them, meaning the trailblazers were gambling on the fact that they could protect the interior indefinitely…and that meant her relays had to work, or this entire project would be for naught.  
 
    She wasn’t the only one tasked with a critical system, she knew, but if any of them failed this entire project would. All had to succeed, and all had to finish before a Hadarak arrived. Given their current rate of progress they would be completed well before that, but if one came here early there was no way to stop it from wrecking everything they’d built up on the planets and the tiny amount of structure they’d begun assembling as the armored cradle for the main reactor.  
 
    She knew the trailblazers had a reputation for asking the impossible, but this was far beyond anything she had personally encountered before. The Grid Points seemed insane on their own, yet they had been built with a lot of time and continual effort. This, however, was going far beyond that, and she knew this was not the only one they’d ordered to be built. There were at least 13 others already starting setup work, and there were rumors of more in the works.  
 
    That told her there was a time crunch, because normally you would pour all your available resources into a single prototype project, build it, test it, and make sure the blueprints actually meant a damn before you commissioned others. Given the size and local resources production this project required she could understand the time constraints and the need to simultaneously start buildup, but this was all highly irregular and rushed. She didn’t know how bad the fighting was getting, and for the most part the construction crews were under a black out with very few updates getting through. The fleet of warships protecting them had gradually been increasing, and she was beginning to wonder if they were under threat of attack prior to completion, hence the need to start all the projects at the same time. 
 
    But she didn’t need to know any of that until a warrior told her to move out of the way or transfer here or there. Her focus was rightly placed on her work, with the rest of what was happening in the galaxy being a distraction. She and the others had a space castle to build, and it was the most ambitious project the galaxy had ever seen, as far as Star Force records went. Fili wondered if someone else, in the far past, had tried something similar and failed against the Hadarak. But then again, they probably didn’t have a weapon that could blow miles deep crates into their hulls in a matter of seconds. 
 
    And once this beast of a project was finished, it would be able to fire multiple shots in sequence with 2812 capacitors each capable of powering a single shot before recharging…and the recharging rate would be in the matter of hours, not days.  
 
    And while the main weapon was no more effective on regular armor as it was on Yeg’gor, those powerful blasts could be tuned down and used to target large conventional ships in addition to all the ‘normal’ weaponry that was going to be clustered along the outer and middle web. Roger-009 had decided to name these things ‘castles’ rather than giving them a more catchy title, but to Fili this was the closest thing to an actual Death Star, and while it couldn’t blow up a Hadarak in one shot, let alone a planet, it was starting to get within that ballpark, and that was something that she had never thought would be possible. 
 
    She still remembered seeing Star Wars as a child, on Wednesday Throwbacks, and trying to imagine what kind of power source the Death Star would need to produce that much energy to be able to just penetrate to the core of a planet, let alone destabilize it enough to cause it to detonate. 
 
    Now, she was literally seeing the extreme low end of those calculations, and that terrified her. Namely what someone could do with this scale of power if it fell into the wrong hands. But so long as they were facing unstoppable planet-sized killing monsters, they were going to need to build a monster to kill a monster.  
 
    But at least their monster couldn’t move from system to system, making it a defensive weapon rather than an offensive one. Yet still, take it a step further and someday, maybe another 100,000 years or so, and you could probably find a way to move something like this.  
 
    She didn’t even want to think about that after seeing how the Uriti could destroy some type of planets from within. They, at least, couldn’t be ‘built’ by civilizations. That shouldn’t comfort her, but it did because it was an organic threat, not a technological one. But now here she was working on a technological terror, and fervently doing so, because they had to have some piece of this galaxy safe from the Hadarak. Even if it was just a pocket of space inside the defense perimeter. 
 
    The implications of what she was doing still chilled her, but there was no going back. If they didn’t find a way to stop the Hadarak, there wouldn’t be anyone left to misuse the technology later. But when one showed the galaxy that something could be done, others would try to duplicate it, and she reluctantly felt that this was ushering in an age of superweapons.  
 
    But then again, dead was dead, no matter how you ended up that way, so what was she scoffing at? And if it was going to be the age of superweapons, then she was damn well going to work towards giving Star Force the best ones possible.  
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    August 12, 128534 
 
    Virik’tidan System (V’kit’no’sat Coreward Border) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Though it wasn’t necessary, every time they entered a system that they were passing through Kara came to the bridge. Doing so would be necessary later, so she figured she might as well get into the habit on the way to the Core, meaning she had to cut short an obstacle course workout to be here when the Hail Mary came out of its breaking maneuver.  
 
    Greg had suggested the name just before she’d left Hlem, and coming from his football background the term made perfect sense to him, though he’d had to explain it to Kara, since she’d never taken to that sport. It wasn’t played now, and had been lost to history, but the concept of a long range throw that had only a small chance of being caught seemed appropriate for this mission. 
 
    The system they’d just entered, while in the V’kit’no’sat domain, was not inhabited by anything more than their tracking beacons. They were set there to monitor for Hadarak activity long ago, but the presence of the enemy minions not too distant from the border made them all the more important, and the V’kit’no’sat had aggressively seeded all the systems around the galaxy on the their border. They made a giant detection net with patrol fleets traveling along them, ready to act if a breach was detected.  
 
    As far as she knew none had during this war, but it was just a matter of time until they got here. How long depended on how well the triumvirate was in killing minions and Hadarak, and already they had managed to kill two more Hadarak with the Ysalamiri while the location of Keychain was being constantly updated into the Urrtren and passed around the galaxy far faster than Star Force couriers could manage. They were still necessary to reach the fleets within the Hadarak Zone, but they could get word to the nearest Ysalamir far faster than Keychain actually moved, and so as long as someone with Essence skills and a fast ship didn’t lose track of the Lurker, it wasn’t going to surprise attack anyone. 
 
    So the hunt was back on, and she expected to hear word of more Hadarak kills before she left behind the Star Force units in the region and dove into the heart of the Hadarak empire. There were still two bases she was going to pass through before being beyond communications range, but this was the last system in V’kit’no’sat territory she had to pass through, and once she jumped out she would be in the no man’s land between the continually fortifying border and the ever creeping Hadarak army with its tendrils reaching out in multiple directions only to surround and then later consume the systems inside their perimeters. 
 
    Kara expected the tendrils to reach the border before the surrounded systems fell, and that kept the Triad guessing as to when the first incursion into V’kit’no’sat space would occur. Kara didn’t know if she would be back before then or not, for if she could get in deep she wasn’t going to turn around and come back with a few snippets of information. She was going to take the Ring to Mordor if possible, and with her ship set up to resupply itself from natural resources if given the opportunity, the Hail Mary gave her virtually unlimited range. 
 
    That was, assuming she could find a system with the necessary natural resources and the Hadarak wouldn’t be there to stop her. She had no clue what she was going to run into, but it was going to be a solitary mission with only her crew of Irondel with her. Kara expected it might be worse on them, but they’d all volunteered for the extended mission eagerly. Hopefully they hadn’t made a stupid decision, for even as big as the ship was to such a small race, their crewmates and Kara were the only people they were going to see for a very, very long time. 
 
    Kara stayed on the bridge during the hours as they transited around the star to their outgoing jumppoint, with her itching to get back to the sanctum, but when in the danger zone she was going to have to spend every minute between jumps on the bridge or nearby with a link into the sensors so she could get instantaneous updates. That meant no training insystem, because she couldn’t take the risk of something happening when she was distracted or asleep.  
 
    She hadn’t expected any trouble here, but as they were nearing their outgoing jumppoint a ship decloaked in front of them, blocking their path, as a holographic transmission was sent to the Hail Mary. 
 
    “What the hell,” she said angrily, stepping into her command chair so she could receive the transmission from the Zak’de’ron ship. “What are you doing?” she asked the image of the gray dragon that appeared before her, intentionally speaking English. 
 
    “Your mission is known to us. Be aware that we have attempted the same thing in the past and failed.” 
 
    “I know. What’s your point?” 
 
    “If you are going to attempt the impossible again, then I have been instructed to go with you.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “I don’t remember inviting you.” 
 
    “An invitation is not necessary. We will follow your ship wherever you go. You have no weapons to prevent this,” the Zak’de’ron said with a disapproving tone. 
 
    Kara ground her teeth, searching through a list of curse words but not finding any particular one sufficient. “Can you keep up? I’m not slowing down if you cannot.” 
 
    “If we cannot, then proceed without us. If you can find a way to penetrate their defenses, we wish to also utilize this route. And you have no stealth technology. We do. We will not be a hindrance.” 
 
    “You can’t hide from gravitational sensors,” she reminded them. “I can’t stop you from following, but if you’ve failed before, why do you think this will be any different?” 
 
    “We do not think it will, but Star Force has surprised us before and we are willing to gamble one ship and its superior sensors on the chance you will find a path through.” 
 
    Kara leaned back in her overly large chair. “So that’s it. You don’t think this ship is advanced enough to get good information?” 
 
    “It is not as superior as ours. If you wish to board our vessel and guide us, you may leave yours behind.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said flatly, and with a venom the Zak’de’ron did not miss. 
 
    “You dislike us.” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know why?” 
 
    “I am told you almost died when you removed your Vorch’nas. Had you not violated your instructions you would have been unharmed.” 
 
    Kara raised a hand and shot a bit of plasma from one palm to another, with the blue fire reflecting off her gray eyes. “The fact that you do not see the sabotage as dishonorable confirms my dislike of your entire race. None of you can be trusted. I cannot stop you from following, and I have no weapon systems to assist you with if you become disabled. I will not be responsible for you.” 
 
    “We do not ask that you are. We simply wished to inform you that we would be shadowing your vessel, as a measure of respect.” 
 
    Kara scoffed, laughing in a way that almost became a snort. “Respect my ass. How about you give me the method to undo the sabotage to my genetic code?” 
 
    “I do not possess it.” 
 
    “And how many of you do?” she asked curiously. “Come on, from one of us who is about to die to another, be honest. How many of you could undo this sabotage?” 
 
    “It is a permanent bond with the Vorch’nas. It is not meant to be undone. I do not believe a method was ever created to undo a permanent bond,” he emphasized. “If it is possible, I do not know how and I am the only Zak’de’ron onboard this ship.” 
 
    “You have no crew?” 
 
    “Not of my own kind. I believe you are in a similar position.” 
 
    “Mine aren’t slaves,” Kara pointed out. 
 
    “Nor are mine, and both are servants by choice.” 
 
    “You didn’t stick this on my arm by choice,” Kara said icily, “so don’t expect me to take your word for that.” 
 
    “I did not come here to anger you. I came to assist as I was able, though I do not know how given what we face ahead of us.” 
 
    “There is no ‘us’ because you didn’t bother to ask permission to tag along. How long have you been following me?” 
 
    “I have not. It was anticipated that you would pass through this system. I have been waiting.” 
 
    “Anticipated how?” 
 
    “We know a great deal about what happens in V’kit’no’sat territory,” the Zak’de’ron said ominously. 
 
    “Ah,” Kara said in an exasperated sigh. “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “I am Pol’ake.” 
 
    “Well, Polly, let’s set some ground rules. You do not precede my ship. You do not contact my ship insystem unless I contact you first. You remain cloaked and behind me at all times. I don’t want even a hint of double gravitational silhouette showing that could reveal my position on the system exterior to lesser gravitational sensors. You maneuver to avoid that at all times, understood?” 
 
    “Terms accepted.” 
 
    “I’m not finished. I want all the information you have, maps and otherwise, on the road ahead. I want everything, you hear me?” 
 
    “And you shall have it,” Pol’ake said, with a data packet being transmitted a split second later, though the full file took quite some time before it was fully downloaded.  
 
    Kara quickly skimmed it, using her Sav and mental interlink with the computer, then looked back at the smug dragon. “Why did you fail?” 
 
    “Their systems are so densely occupied, we could not utilize stellar jump routes and their interception capabilities required us to flee backwards. We were not fast enough to avoid their swarm tactics. They would block the path ahead, and we could not cloak beyond their detection. We have since made improvements, but they will be of no use so long as your ship is obvious. I do not know how you can succeed where we failed.” 
 
    “You’re used to operating out of a position of assumed dominance, not sneaking around just to stay alive. We have a lot of that experience,” she said angrily, “thanks to your former apprentices.” 
 
    Now it was the dragon that frowned heavily. “They are not of our making. They destroyed all but one of us. If not for the threat of the Hadarak, we would be destroying their empire as we speak.” 
 
    “You were that close to launching an attack?” 
 
    “If there Hadarak were of no concern, yes. But they have always been there, and if we removed the V’kit’no’sat they would have been free to further harm the galaxy. For that reason we would have waited long enough so that we could replace the border guards as the existing ones fell. That would require a great deal more time.” 
 
    “And after you finished with the V’kit’no’sat, you would come after us because you will not tolerate peers,” Kara accused. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Pol’ake admitted. “Do you wish met to deny it?” 
 
    “I wish you weren’t backstabbing, arrogant, darkside monkeys.” 
 
    “I do not understand your monkey reference.” 
 
    “The other three items should have been sufficient to get the point across.” 
 
    “We were nearly wiped from the galaxy once. We won’t risk it occurring a second time. With your Uriti naval assets, you are currently the dominant power in the galaxy aside from the Hadarak, yet you hold them in reserve…” 
 
    “While you nearly squandered the only effective weapon we have against the Hadarak because of your mismanagement of them. And that mismanagement stems from your darkside nature. That is why you are inferior, and always will be. The lightside is more powerful, when given a chance to fully develop, and that’s why the darkside is always trying to deny it that chance. If you were truly superior you’d build in parallel to us and others, not try and take them down before they can exceed you. Those are the actions of the fearful, not the dominant.” 
 
    “Do we not have a right to be fearful after what has transpired?” 
 
    “Not if you claim to be superior.” 
 
    “I was told your thought processes were perplexing. We do not understand how you have come so far, even with access to the V’kit’no’sat legacy. Perhaps you will be able to enlighten me during this quest.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep blocking my route ahead, or do I have to go around you?” Kara quipped. 
 
    “I merely wanted your attention,” Pol’ake said, with his ship drifting closer to the star and out of the Hail Mary’s path. “I will not delay you further.” 
 
    Kara accelerated the moment the Zak’de’ron ship moved, eager to get to the jump point and into the coast phase where she could analyze the data packet and see if there was anything truly useful in it. 
 
    “How many Hadarak have you killed, all time?” she asked on impulse. 
 
    “183,299,” he said without hesitation. 
 
    “So why are they so pissed now?” 
 
    “Most likely your Uriti.” 
 
    “The Lurker didn’t go for the Uriti, it went for the Ysalamiri. I was hoping you knew something we did not.” 
 
    “We know a great deal more than you, but amongst that knowledge is not the provocation that began the galactic purge attempt.” 
 
    “Attempt? You are arrogant.” 
 
    “Do you intend to lose?” 
 
    “No,” Kara admitted. “But we make this up as we go along. Do you have a plan for victory?” 
 
    “You did not invent adaptation,” the dragon casually reminded her. “And we knew of the weapon we gifted you. It is ingratitude that you will not share the technological version with us now.” 
 
    “That ‘weapon’ is a person that you abused badly, and if we gave you that weapon you could use it to destroy the Uriti. If you were in our position, would you give away such an advantage?” 
 
    “I would not. But you would not have the weapon without our blessing. Remember that in coming days.” 
 
    “And the weapon would never have been created if we could not talk to the Uriti, for it was Shen that explained to us how it worked…at least enough for us to figure out how to replicate it. You obviously couldn’t, and that’s because you see the Uriti and all other races as tools rather than people.” 
 
    “I do not see you as a tool, Kara. If I did, this conversation would be occurring in a far different manner.” 
 
    “Then stop pinging my Vorch’nas trying to access it.” 
 
    The dragon huffed. “My apologies. That is disrespectful, but we learned long ago to take advantage of any opportunities that present themselves, and if I could access your mind directly we could avoid the inefficiency of vocal conversation.” 
 
    “We can avoid it by not talking as well. What is it you need to learn from me?” 
 
    “You are not making a fool’s mistake in launching this mission. What do you know that we do not?” 
 
    Kara smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “Watch and learn, newb.” 
 
    “That is why I am here,” he said neutrally.  
 
    “You are here to watch. I highly doubt you will learn,” she said, cutting off the comm as she sat in her chair staring at the wall ahead fuming. 
 
    “Kara?” one of the Irondel on their counter-level stations meekly asked. 
 
    She turned and looked at him, but apparently her glare was a little too harsh and her expression made him jump. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, letting her facial expression slacken. “I really don’t like Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “Are there any security precautions we need to take?” 
 
    Kara sighed. “No. They can’t hack their way in, and if they want to board us our only option is running. Either way, if they mess with us he’ll have to deal with me. And whether he knows it or not, I can kill him if need be. I’m our security precaution. Just make sure we don’t bump into their ship.” 
 
    “You want us to use Ghostbane?” 
 
    “Yes, until I tell you otherwise. I don’t know if the Hadarak can detect it, so we might not want to use it when sneaking, but for now I want to know where that bastard is at all times…and if he disappears at any time let me know immediately.” 
 
    “Understood,” the Irondel said, turning back to his station and the tiny stool on which he sat with his tail hanging off the backside.  
 
    Kara turned back to staring at the wall, having promised herself not to leave the bridge until they jumped out, but she didn’t feel like reviewing the data packet or anything else right now. She knew better than to throw a temper tantrum over events that she could not alter, but other than turning around and going back, she couldn’t stop the Zak’de’ron from shadowing her ship unless the Hail Mary turned out to be faster, and she doubted that. They would have sent their fastest, and given the size and make of the vessel they had done just that. She could recognize Zak’de’ron technology as easily as Star Force’s, and while there were some minor alterations to the hull, this was definitely a scout built for speed. 
 
    And like it or not, the Zak’de’ron still had better technology than Star Force in a lot of areas, and the only way the Hail Mary was going to outrun them was if she got very, very lucky…and historically her luck sucked, so unless she’d already hit the total quota of bad luck for her life, she was going to be stuck with a dragon following her deep into Hadarak space.  
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    February 12, 128535 
 
    System 2911834 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Kurt-074’s Fishbones Borg vessel was leading the convoy of warships escorting the Ysalamir Black Pearl through a transfer around the massive white star at system’s center enroute to attack a tier 2 Hadarak four jumps away. Now that they had Keychain’s position marked, they were once again using the Ysalamiri to go after select Hadarak, but none of the remaining 8 superweapons were going into combat without a trailblazer, or at least a Borg vessel, along with them. Where there was one Lurker there might be others, but until they confirmed that they weren’t going to sideline their greatest weapons on the threat alone. 
 
    The escort convoy was fairly tightly packed together, but there were also fringe ships pacing them. There always were nowadays, and Star Force couldn’t keep them away if they had the engine capability to stay with them. They stayed far away, beyond weapons range, and watched wherever the Ysalamiri went, much like people had once done with the Uriti, though their numbers had grown so large you didn’t have permanent scouts watching them. 
 
    But a lot of people across the galaxy wanted to know just how effective the Ysalamiri were, and where they were at all times, so there were always some high tech ships shadowing them, but they knew to keep their distance. 
 
    Today, however, one did not and it breached the outer ‘safe’ zone that Star Force had decreed no ships should cross within. It was a large buffer, at over 1 million miles, but as soon as the cloaked vessel crossed within it a drone was sent on an intercept course, as was standard procedure. Wave off warnings were transmitted in thousands of languages, but since the ship was cloaked Star Force couldn’t get an identity on it, just a position, as it continued to approach. Much closer and they’d be able to get some sensor readings on it aside from Ghostbane, which every Ysalamir fleet was now carrying, but the drone got to it before then and got in its path, slowing and making it clear the approaching ship was not supposed to proceed. 
 
    Kurt was aware of the encounter, and there had been others previously where a drone was needed to scare off someone who thought it wise to violate the safe zone around the convoy, but this was the first time the drone actually exploded. 
 
    Kurt immediately assumed command and dispatched several hundred drones off the rear of his column-like Borg vessel that had a full complement of the attack ships attached as he saw the unidentified ship continue to approach at speed. He had the warships redeploy into defensive formation around the Black Pearl as the few drones got within weapons range of the target and opened fire. 
 
    They got some basic silhouette information from the weapon strikes, then the cloak went down entirely. At first he thought it was from damage, but the alien ship was showing none other than diminished shields as it accelerated further, weaving around the blocking drones and trying to make a kamikaze run at the Ysalamir. 
 
    But it didn’t get far. The warships had joined together to produce a massive dampening field wall around the Black Pearl, which caught the alien ship like glue well short of ramming it or even the warships. Its engine power cycled down rather than trying to claw into that invisible sand and getting nowhere. Kurt was about to send a personal message ordering the ship to surrender itself or be destroyed when he caught a flash of Essence from the vessel. 
 
    He immediately set his fleet into action, with several drones lightly ramming into the unknown ship and using their mooring beams to start pushing it further away as a few more got in close and emitted IDF fields so the ship couldn’t fight the pushing. It didn’t fire back, nor do anything other than continue to emit a very small Essence rush, almost as if it was a signal flare. 
 
    Then suddenly multiple ships appeared out of nowhere around it, following by hundreds more, just popping into space with the drones and the nearest warships exploding, though the latter weren’t destroyed all at once. 
 
    Kurt cursed himself for not paying more attention to the first drone’s destruction, for he knew now that it had been destroyed by an Essence attack, because all the ships were glowing in it now as they attacked a portion of the defensive screen around the Ysalamir.  
 
    He moved it immediately, withdrawing from the fight as the whole block of drones on the back of Fishbones disengaged and flew like a swarm of angry bees towards the attacking ships, but the enemy ignored them and pursued the Ysalamir, even through its own emergency jump, with several of them finally ramming it…except they didn’t destroy themselves. Rather they punched right through, glowing in Essence like hot metal, and did just as much damage.  
 
    They then turned and flew back through it again, boring long holes in the massive ship that allowed others to get inside as well without cutting more of their own, and once a fair number were inside there was no way to evade them. 
 
    Kurt brought his Borg vessel into close range of the Ysalamir, ordering it to stop fleeing and bathing the surrounding area with his drones and those from the warships. Several of the alien vessels, which were all around 6 miles long and shaped like hourglasses, were disabled or partially destroyed, but they would not engage the drones. They were totally fixated on the Ysalamir, and from internal sensors he could tell that they were using conventional weapons to rip apart the ship from within. 
 
    So he sent drones down through the bore holes, only to have them disintegrated when they got to the alien ships. It was another form of Essence attack, and right now he knew he was going to lose the ship. What mattered now as getting as many of the skeleton crew out as he could. 
 
    He ordered them to evacuate, then had drones come in to block the hangar bays from enemy attack as the dropships were loaded, but none were able to get free. The burrowing ships deliberately targeted the hangar bays and when they didn’t get there in time they used another disintegration attack to wipe out everything between them and the bays, resulting in such a massive explosion it ripped more decks out of the ship and sprayed so much high speed debris out that the nearest drones were destroyed in the process. 
 
    Kurt maneuvered Fishbones around to one of those external wounds and fired a Tar’vem’jic through the gap in the armor and in to one of the enemy ships, with him able to sense their position via the numerous Essence rushes even when the internal sensors failed. The first Tar’vem’jic burned through deck after deck with ease, then hit one of the ships and seemed to stop for a moment…then the beam continued out the far side, skewering the ship and stopping it dead in its tracks. 
 
    Kurt continued several more such attacks, shooting the Ysalamir itself in order to get at the internal parasites as they deliberately targeted the crew, soon killing every last one of them with no survivors.  
 
    The enemy ships outside the Ysalamir were all destroyed, though most had found their way in through the burrow holes. Their sabotage of the vessel lasted more than 20 minutes, then they all just vanished from the sensors. Kurt saw them all begin to glow…but they didn’t disappear. Not to his ‘eyes’, but to sensors they were all gone.  
 
    The Black Pearl was trashed, but a few gravity drives were still functioning so he took remote control and had the ship move off slightly, with him guessing correctly when the now very faint Essence rushes did not move other than some outward drift. They were hiding beyond the ability of physics to touch them, including the star’s gravity, and beyond the ability of both weapons and sensors to affect them. But Kurt could see them. He just couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
    The Ysalamir was all but destroyed. The major superstructure was mostly intact, but all the vital systems had been targeted. The weapon itself was toast, and the entire crew had been destroyed along with all the command and control systems. Kurt had backups running to some of the gravity drives and a slew of isolated systems, but most of what had previously been up and running on the battlemap was gone. It was literally a ghost ship now, trailing behind a nebula of disintegrated material that was continuing to expand out in rings and spurts, marking the spot of the great ship’s death. 
 
    And the attackers were right there, sitting beyond vengeance’s grasp, and there was no way for Kurt to shoot them. He couldn’t even touch them with his own Essence, for he didn’t know how they transitioned beyond this realm. All he could do was see the Essence rush that was probably keeping them there, like bubbles floating to the surface from something hiding underwater. If he got further away he wouldn’t even be able to pick up that much, meaning that if he left he’d lose them entirely…but if he camped on this spot, how long could they stay hidden?  
 
    These were not Hadarak, unless the Hadarak had masters that used technological ships inferior to what Star Force had. The weaponry used that wasn’t Essence related was less than what Star Force had when the V’kit’no’sat war began, and was no match for them now. The alien ships had an absorptive hull, but he had a gut feeling that was being Essence enhanced. He couldn’t review Essence on the battlemap records, so he had to compare them to what he had sensed, and he was kicking himself for not paying more attention. 
 
    He moved the corpse of the Ysalamir far off, around the star to the far side in fact, while he kept his warships and Fishbones out of regular weapons range. That still meant his Tar’vem’jic would work, but he didn’t want those enemy ships getting a shot at more vessels that had crews onboard as all the drones pooled around the ‘sunken’ enemy ships, waiting for them to come to the ‘surface.’ 
 
    Kurt waited for hours, then it became two full days before it finally dawned on him that one of the other ships out there shadowing them might be a scout. He remembered what little the Knights of Quenar had told them about the transport tactic was that the carrier was totally dependent on the two beacons for movement…and maybe that also meant they were blind to what was happening in the physical realm, since no particle or energy emission could transition to it.  
 
    So they were either waiting a predetermined amount of time or they had someone waiting to tell them when they were clear to reemerge…or Kurt was just totally wrong in his assumptions.  
 
    He transmitted a warning to all shadowing ships, telling them to leave the system immediately or they would be considered hostile, and he backed it up by dispensing warships with large enough drone escort fleets to run down and destroy any ships that remained. Some tried, but they quickly realized they could not outrun all the drones when they converged from multiple sides, so they headed towards a number of jump points that Kurt had told them to leave from. 
 
    Those that didn’t were pursued vigorously, some of which were actually faster than Star Force ships, but that only meant catching them was a challenge, for they weren’t running away, just around the system, trying to keep eyes on what was happening.  
 
    Kurt was fairly sure at least one of them was Zak’de’ron, despite it not returning any messages sent on their preferred frequencies. The other 8 he couldn’t be sure of, but once they got all the way out into the farthest reaches of the system he tried something. 
 
    Mimicking the intensity of the first tiny Essence rush he’d felt, and mangling it badly, he tried to see if that signal might bring the sunken ships out…and it did, but only two of them. 
 
    Those two were fired upon instantly and destroyed within seconds, but before the final shots fell something happened. A huge Essence rush was detected, and suddenly all the other faint images shot off rapidly in one direction and disappeared from his view. 
 
    “Damn it,” Kurt said, tracking their trajectory and taking Fishbones along it, hoping he could reacquire the faint Essence rushes, but he never did. He couldn’t use the computer to track their exit velocity, for it couldn’t calculate what it couldn’t see.  
 
    Those two ships had sacrificed themselves to get the others out, whether by intention or they’d just reacted quickly to Kurt’s baiting. Either way, the bulk of the attacking fleet was gone and he had no idea who they were…but there was some debris left, and several damaged but mostly intact ships remaining. He hadn’t boarded them earlier because of the unknown situation with the sunken ships, but with them gone it was now time to get some answers. 
 
    He knew better than to send a crew onboard, or even go himself, for whoever this race was, they had Essence skills beyond his, so he sent tiny man-sized exploration/combat drones into the damaged ships and remotely observed what they found, including the last moments of several before they were destroyed by the crew or internal defenses. Most of the enemy crew were missing, but a few bodies remained to confirm this was an unknown race with crab-like biology.  
 
    Those that were still alive fought long and hard, but they would not surrender and, Kurt guessed, when their Essence reserves got too low they had only one option remaining…that being to kill themselves along with as much of their damaged ships as they could. Kurt saw little disintegration bubbles pop up inside each ship all at once when they finally got to that point, and the resulting explosions from the molecularly unhinged material did a damn good job at destroying most of what was left…but not all. And some large ship sections remained where the crew onboard had died for other reasons. 
 
    The shadowing ships eventually left, save for two, and neither of them could be caught. Kurt traveled out in the Fishbones to try himself, and finally succeeding in winging one enough to confirm it was a Zak’de’ron ship under heavy cloak. A none too pleasant conversation followed when it finally identified itself so it didn’t get destroyed, then once it learned of the Essence attacks and the possibility of an enemy scout in the system the tone quickly changed. The Zak’de’ron ship shot off after the other unidentified vessel along with Kurt’s ship, and they both pursued it up until it had to use an Essence rush of its own to get enough speed to escape to the star and out through a standard jumppoint. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron ship chased after it, but Kurt stayed with the debris as his fleet was still working on dissecting and analyzing the technology, a lot of which was a new version of old ideas, but some of it was unknown and rather quirky. He wanted as much information as he could get, and now, so he didn’t pack up the debris and carry it off elsewhere. Rather he stayed put, almost hoping for the enemy to return again, for he wasn’t sure how those sunken ships could have gotten out of the system and he didn’t want to prove that nothing Star Force possessed could monitor Essence rushes.  
 
    That didn’t stop him from sending several couriers out with a warning to other ships, and by the time one of them came back he learned that this hadn’t been an isolated attack. At least one other Ysalamir had been targeted and destroyed, and Kurt guessed it was just a matter of lag time before word of the others in the field also being taken out made its way to him. 
 
     The trailblazer didn’t know who this was, but his gut said it was ‘the others’ the Knights of Quenar had talked about, though he admitted this level of Essence use and the community of people who were capable of doing such things was beyond his knowledge. There could be ten times the number of these ‘others’ out there hiding just the same way. Some could even be allied with the Hadarak for all he knew. But whoever this was, they really didn’t like Star Force being able to kill Hadarak in an efficient way and they’d stepped in to take away their ability to do so. 
 
    But that said, Star Force would just make more in time, so was this a delaying game or something more sinister in the making. The cat was out of the bag now, with Ysalamiri blueprints spread across secure databases throughout Star Force territory…but did this enemy know that, or… 
 
    Ice filled Kurt’s veins when he realized that the Ysalamiri might not be the only targets, for if you wanted to eliminate a class of superweapon you didn’t just destroy the weapons, but the yards in which they were built. And if you didn’t understand how redundant Star Force was, you might mistakenly assume, if you were bold enough, that you could take out Star Force’s ability to make more with a single strike at the only system presently producing them. 
 
    Epsilon Eridani. 
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    February 18, 128535 
 
    Epsilon Eridani System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Corneria 
 
      
 
    Mastertech Tennisonne was making his rounds between the various research projects when a rare alarm sounded throughout the scientific complex. Originally it had been the tone meant to indicate a V’kit’no’sat invasion, and he still remembered the shock and horror he’d felt the first time. Some of that instinctively ran through him now as he stopped in the hallway for a moment, eyebrows lowering. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat had a contingent here helping them with the Ysalamir Project. The odds of them invading were slim, and Tennisonne knew that since the war with the V’kit’no’sat had concluded the alarm had been repurposed as a general ‘invasion’ alarm, but did that mean the complex was being infiltrated or the planet? 
 
    He didn’t have a comm device on him, for he preferred that people had to chase him down with the important tasks and his roaming kept him somewhat isolated from the next to meaningless complaints, so he had to jog for several minutes before getting to a comm terminal where he could get news updates. 
 
    When he did a hologram of the entire system popped up with warning markings and his jaw dropped. There were unidentified fleets all over the system. They hadn’t come through the primary jumplines, and it looked like they’d avoided low stellar orbit defenses entirely. His frown deepened as he saw their entry points and the video of them arriving. Their geography was all wrong, with most of them not even being on a jumpline within 250 lightyears of here. And they didn’t decelerate. Rather they just popped into existence, entire fleets arrayed in overlapping fashion and in close proximity. 
 
    Tennisonne knew that would be next to impossible during an interstellar jump, but they were here and attacking multiple shipyards…with him seeing immediately that they were going after the Ysalamiri under production. Yet they were inferior ships, medium sized at best, using antiquated weaponry by Star Force’s standards…along with several weapons that he couldn’t positively identify, but they were eerily similar to what the battle records of the Lurker detailed. 
 
    And more were coming. He could see another fleet just pop into existence further out into the system, then immediately break apart and head out on dozens of different vectors. It was different from some of the others, and Tennisonne suddenly realized these weren’t different ship varieties of the same fleet, but different races altogether. 
 
    And Star Force was having none of it. The bulk of the fleet situated around the most likely jumppoint exits was racing further out in the system as the planetary defense fleets were engaging the attacks with a ferocity that made the Mastertech proud. The majority of them were Human ships, but there were several Knight races also stationed here and the Raptors were going berserk, spreading out and hunting down the invading ships individually…and with a little playback Tennisonne was able to figure out why.  
 
    One of the fleets had popped into existence nearby a Raptor fleet and exploded a third of the Star Force vessels immediately. No weaponsfire was visible, they just exploded into atomized shrapnel that created nebula with each detonation. Rather than retreating, the Raptors were heading into the fleet and tearing them to shreds once they found out that the enemy’s defenses sucked. Their shields were low rated, their visible weaponry was as well, and their hull armor was not even what Star Force used for commercial shipping, but a few of the enemy vessels were able to turn back the Raptor fire as if it didn’t even exist. Those that didn’t the S-shaped Raptor ships were tearing apart in a frenzy even as the attackers tried to slip past the drones and get at the control ships. 
 
    Some of them were destroyed by the trackless weapons, but that seemed to only infuriate the Raptors more, and the same was true of the rest of the Star Force fleets. They were not backing down, and Tennisonne suspected he knew why. Had this been a battle in null space, Star Force would have backed away and played for time, or tried to engage with their long range weapons in a poking war, but here they were defending fixed positions. Numerous stations, shipyards, and large transports hauling material from site to site. If the fleet backed off all of them would get hit, so the fleet was uncharacteristically going all in and the carnage was far greater than any Tennisonne had ever seen. 
 
    This wasn’t like the war against the V’kit’no’sat where Star Force was at a disadvantage. The Star Force ships were superior and destroying so many of the enemy he didn’t understand who these people were or why they were attacking this stupidly, but they were doing damage, and it wasn’t until a small group of ships raced through the battle and got within close range of one of the shipyards did he realize what was truly going on. 
 
    Tennisonne wondered briefly if he should go somewhere else, but defense of this compound was not his responsibility and there was nothing he could do to help, so he stayed put and watched as those few ships were hit by the perimeter defenses on the shipyard itself. The construct didn’t look like it could defend itself to the casual eye, but the shields were up and numerous weapons batteries were popping out of concealed niches and opening fire with a combination of beam weaponry and Star Force’s rarely used missiles.  
 
    The tiny projectiles were self-guiding and did huge damage when they got through the counter fire, but they weren’t efficient enough to be carried by the warships because they took up too much space. Here though, when you needed the most bang you could get immediately, they worked wonders, but before all the ships were destroyed another fleet suddenly popped into existence right behind the surviving ships with one very large vessel with them.  
 
    It was shaped as an 8 sided star with the upper and lower points extended. It also had smaller protrusions off the front and back, but the silhouette was clear on the 72 mile long mass, tip to tip. And when the shipyard’s defenses fired on it, nothing happened. The beams just disappeared into some type of shield that the sensors couldn’t pick up as the points on the starburst began to glow blue/green and slowly stretch out towards the center mass. It didn’t happen quickly, and the escort ships engaged the Star Force fleet as it doubled back to cover the shipyard, but they were too late. 
 
    Some kind of discharge was emitted from the almost totally glowing ‘starburst,’ then a massive beam shot out and hit the station, going right through the shields and soaking into the structure. It didn’t do any damage at first, but a quick toggle of the battlemap by Tennisonne brought up a wide swath of diagnostics from that station and he could see some of the anomalies just before the impact site began to fall apart like ash from a burned log.  
 
    That effect began to travel throughout the shipyard slowly, like a contagion spreading, and before it was even a tenth of the way finished the giant ship disappeared along with most of its escorts, leaving behind only a few small ships that were quickly destroyed…but there was nothing that could be done to help the shipyard. The people onboard it, all 72,391 of them, were collapsing in the hallways and turning to the same type of black ash slightly before the corridors they were in did. Tennisonne watched as the entire shipyard disintegrated along with the partially built ships within it, turning the entire area into a flood of particles that mushroomed out as there wasn’t enough space to hold them all. 
 
    And it didn’t stop there. Throughout the battlefield, when the fleets were engaged with other fighting, multiple starbursts would pop into existence by their targets, and always with a few lead ships getting there first to act as some sort of beacon. Tennisonne didn’t know the mechanics of how Essence worked, but just watching the battle made this part clear and the Star Force fleets immediately began going after any stray ships. The Mastertech thought that was going to work, but more fleets began popping in at a distance with no lead ships to summon them, and added more firepower to the battles that saw Star Force losing a fair amount of drones, but rather than being defeated the defending ships were overwhelmed with targets heading in multiple directions. 
 
    Into the cracks the beacon ships slipped and summoned the destroyers, and shipyard after shipyard was turned to ash. It wasn’t the same weapon the Lurker used, nor as fast, but it was far more effective with regards to total mass converted. Then one starburst was summoned in the middle of a massive fight with a fleet of Human ships. Its tips glowed red this time, and before the spikes were fully charged it detonated a spherical attack that didn’t affect shields or armor, but the drones suddenly started moving oddly. It didn’t last long, and an update informed everyone in the system that the crew of the ships had come under attack.  
 
    They had all been bled to death, while those wearing regenerators were clinging to life and recovering amidst a pool of their own blood. The pilots of the drones had been killed, thus the machines had to revert to automatic commands in the lull. That was the change he’d noticed, but the manned control was back again, probably diverted to different ships or perhaps even a planet. There were too many remote pilots in the system for redundancy to fail, but that one burst had not attacked the ships, rather the crews, and killed almost all of them instantly. 
 
    And Star Force had no defense against it. Tennisonne’s mind worked to suck up as much information as he could, knowing that he was going to have to design new technology to counter all this. He turned to the right as a pair of Kiritak ran by, ignoring him, then he looked back at the myriad of holograms and text feeds he was monitoring and adjusting at lightspeed as his hand was on an input node allowing him direct mental contact and control with the interface. 
 
    Star Force had a lot of infrastructure in the system. Too much to be destroyed in this fashion before the fleets would take down the attackers…though maybe not those big ships. They weren’t sticking around for a fight, and even the one that showed up in the midst of one of the fleets had bugged out already, never using engines, just disappearing as if it winked out of existence.  
 
    More were showing up, and he counted at least three other weapon discharges, bringing the tentative total to 5 new weapons that were horribly effective. They had to be Essence weapons, and now he knew why the Hadarak feared them. They bypassed armor entirely, and the Hadarak’s primary defense was armor and sheer mass.  
 
    Yet Star Force’s defenses were superior. It was as if whoever these races were, they had developed their Essence abilities to an insane level but had neglected to improve their physical technology…and Star Force was punishing them heavily for that, but the enemy was getting their Ysalamir objectives none the less. 
 
    Tennisonne saw several other targets…shipyards, warehouses, transit centers…that were not part of the Ysalamiri construction also being hit, and he wondered if the attackers intel was that bad or if they were going to stick around to do more than just take out their work. Several of these projects, new projects, were clear of the shipyards and out on the testing range, but they were being targeted as well, even when those with engine power ran they were hunted down and caught, either by the attacking fleets or the starbursts. 
 
    Then he finally saw one of the big ships take a hit. It had emerged over the planet of Arcadia and had spent a very long time just sitting there taking hits from the Tar’vem’jic on the planet’s surface and those from Sentinel stations in orbit while its escort fleet tried to block shots from the sea of drones piling around it. Eventually it discharged a white glow, but nothing appeared to happen. The single cut on its hull was expanded by two more, with the dark orange beams slicing into easily once the mystery shield began to spot fail in places. 
 
    Then the starburst disappeared with most of its fleet, leaving only a few sacrificial ships behind to be destroyed within moments. 
 
    Tennisonne didn’t know what it had been doing, but he belatedly started to get reports from the planet that indicated a spot on it had been targeted with a heart attack weapon similar, if not identical, to what the Lurker had used. People didn’t bleed out, they just fell over as their hearts stopped pumping and they blacked out. He was wondering why they had bothered to attack the planet, for there was nothing there Ysalamir-related, then when he saw more warnings pop up on Arcadia he realized what had happened. 
 
    Somehow that starburst had dropped an area of effect weapon that was spreading out from its point of impact, and people were falling over dead in a tidal wave that was spreading across a portion of the southern hemisphere and didn’t look like it was slowing down any. Tennisonne couldn’t see it, for sensors were reporting nothing other than the people falling over inside the cities and offering up alerts. 
 
    The little alert flags were how Tennisonne was following it in a crude fashion. Minute by minute it spread, and when it had gotten to cover a tenth of the planet with no signs of slowing he realized they weren’t just here to take out the Ysalamir. They were… 
 
    Suddenly another starburst appeared, this time in low orbit over Corneria, and Tennisonne saw the telltale white glow begin to form. 
 
    He took off running as fast as he could, for he didn’t have a regenerator on him… 
 
      
 
    Tar’ange was monitoring the attack with a mix of awe and disgust along with several other V’kit’no’sat and a few Star Force Pas’cha that worked as his assistants when the starburst appeared in orbit and began to charge. He knew it was here for them, for it had appeared almost directly over the research center. They were here to kill not only the Ysalamiri, but those who had created it, though he saw the flaw in their plan immediately once the white coloration began to charge. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” he told the others just before the invisible weapon fired. The Essence weapon hit directly onto the complex and began to spread across the planet’s surface, with Tar’ange feeling his heart clench up in terrible pain and his body began to go numb. His vision blacked as his legs could no longer find the strength to hold him up…then he fell along with the others, coming to sometime later as the V’kit’no’sat gauntlets that he wore snuck their Kich’a’kat tendrils throughout his body and quickly repaired his heart and the rest of the damage the lack of blood had caused before he suffered permanent brain damage. 
 
    He woke with a jerk, for adrenaline was still pounding through him, and the other V’kit’no’sat in the room were either awake or waking as he was…but the Star Force Pas’cha were not, for they had not been wearing any armor. 
 
    Tar’ange got to all fours and stumbled over to one of them, still weak as the Kich’a’kat was not finished with repairing him, but he mentally interfaced with it and told it to abort further repairs…then he stepped onto the chest of one of the fallen Pas’cha and his leg gauntlet melted down to cover his foot and part of the Star Forcer’s chest. From it the Kich’a’kat tendrils extended, and within a few minutes his Rimward kin also revived. 
 
    The other V’kit’no’sat in the room were assisting likewise, with those not needed running out of the chamber to look for other Star Force staff that did not wear armor to revive before they suffered permanent damage. Even if their bodies could be repaired, data in their minds could not be replaced unless it was genetically locked, and that meant all the scientists working here would lose their knowledge if not revived quickly enough…and if there were too many without Kich’a’kat, they would not be revived at all. 
 
    Tar’ange had to wait during the revival process, and as he did so he looked at the reports coming from Corneria. The area around their complex was devastated with dead bodies, and the reports of the effect spreading continued. Hopefully those further away on the planet would get enough warning that they could get to their armor or a med station, but those nearest here, those that were the most valuable scientists Star Force had, had no time to prepare. 
 
    As soon as the Pas’cha revived enough to be out of danger, Tar’ange withdrew his armor back to his body and let it continue to repair him as he stormed out of the chamber to look for others. It was only prudence, or perhaps lingering distrust of Star Force, that had caused all the V’kit’no’sat here to constantly wear their gauntlets. Had they been on a V’kit’no’sat world safely away from the Hadarak most of them would not be…and that precaution against betrayal had ironically saved them from another threat so bizarre that none of them would have ever anticipated it. 
 
    If the big ships came back and hit them with another type of weapon, such as they had used against the shipyards, they could still die, but Tar’ange immediately knew this was a vengeance strike as well as surgical, and their intention was to kill everyone on the planet…and he suspected the other weaponry didn’t have that kind of spread, for it took far less power to stop a heart than it did to disintegrate mass. Far less, no matter how this Essence truly worked. If it interacted with the physical world, it was bound by its rules no matter how magical it appeared.  
 
    He knew that magic was simply ignorance of how something worked, and he hoped Star Force had some preparations in place for this, but as he made his way out into the complex he knew they had not, for there were bodies everywhere from every race, and he knew the V’kit’no’sat had to move quickly to save as many of them as they could. 
 
    The others knew this as well, so he didn’t need to give them orders, and as he found a pair of Humans and telekinetically dragged them together so he could step on both of them…very lightly…and heal them simultaneously, he saw an Archon run out and immediately do the same to a Calavari. So at least the Archons had worn their armor as the V’kit’no’sat had.  
 
    Good, that would mean a few more scientists would be revived, but he doubted they all could be…and even some of those that would live would be mind-wiped, and if the enemy wished to destroy knowledge of the Ysalamir, then that was just as effective as killing them. 
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    Bzen was onboard a Raptor Warship remotely piloting a drone that had just been tasked for a kamikaze run against one of the starburst-shaped super ships the enemy was using, but when he maneuvered the drone around onto a jumpline that would intersect with the target and then made the jump…no collision occurred. He expected for the signal to go out when it collided, or to be constant with the ship sticking on dampening shields, but neither occurred. Rather, a brief blackout ensued followed by renewed contact with the ship on a very basic level…telemetry only…as it was speeding away from the planet. 
 
    Bzen flicked his tail down hard in frustration. Somehow the drone had flown through the enemy ship and out the other side. A review of the data showed it wink out just prior to impact, then wink back in again far away from the ship on the other side…and it wasn’t the only one. Other kamikaze ships were behaving in the same way, and the Raptors didn’t know what to make of it. 
 
    So Bzen summoned the drone back, which took a while, and when it reentered weapons range it unloaded on the target, trying to put another crack in its odd shields, but then it winked out along with most of the surviving escort ships around it, though there weren’t many of them left. 
 
    He looked down at the planet of Corneria, trying to see what damage had been done, but no visible scars were left to say. The planetary shields were still up, and he had no access to other reports from his piloting pod inside the warship. All he knew was where the targets were, and his drone was being tasked elsewhere in the system away from the planet, as yet another fleet arrived out of nowhere and headed for a null orbit factory facility… 
 
      
 
    Tennisonne had been within sight of a med station when he felt a stab of pain in his chest. He was so close, but his stumbling steps didn’t get him close enough and he collapsed a few steps shy of the entrance. His last few moments alive were filled with anger and vexation. All of the layered planetary defenses Star Force had should have meant they were safe here, and whoever this enemy was had just bypassed them all. Over 100,000 years of work, growth, and achievement only for it to end like this. 
 
    The anger remained, saturating him as he blacked out, then an eternity later he woke, looking up into the face of a Kiritak in a medical uniform. He couldn’t move much, but his eyes pivoted enough to see the edge of a regenerator attached to his chest…and in that moment he knew he’d have a chance for payback. He didn’t know how many of the others would survive, but if he made it through this attack, and he figured he had a pretty good chance now if that weapon was their only attempt at destroying this facility, then he was going to dedicate his life to developing technology to defend against Essence. And there was no question in his mind that he would be able to do it, just a matter of time, energy, and resources.  
 
    And after today, he’d have plenty of Essence capable volunteers to help him. It would be a long, slow grind, but it had to be done. He’d been caught off guard, thinking they were fighting Lurkers in the Core of the galaxy and gearing his thoughts towards that threat, not small people in starships.  
 
    No longer. Star Force had to find a way to defend itself, or all the strongholds in the empire were worthless. They had to find a way…forget the Ysalamiri. Others could work on that. He had a new mission, and as soon as the regenerator finished and the Kiritak ran off to find someone else to revive, Tennisonne got to his wobbly feet and started walking. He had to get out of this complex, just in case they did come back and hit it with something more direct. He had barely survived this time, and now he had to disappear in order to make sure he lived to fight tomorrow.  
 
    The medtechs would revive as many others as they could, Tennisonne couldn’t help with that. He had to make sure he survived, so he headed for the nearest exit he could find after checking the battlemap to make sure it was ‘safe’ outside and no conventional threats were out there, then he ran out onto the streets and kept running, putting mile after mile between him and the complex until he came to a small park full of trees and large grassy fields.  
 
    He ran into one of the small forests and climbed a tree to get a good vantage point of the city, for he had left behind all technology. No comms whatsoever that could be used to track him, so he had no way to know what was going on except with his eyes. 
 
    And as far as his eyes could see, nothing was wrong. Nothing was exploding, no yelling or screaming or even the sound of movement. Everything was quiet, save for a few wisps of smoke here and there, which he deduced were crash sites from vehicles or aircraft whose pilots were killed in transit.  
 
    He didn’t know how many people were still alive, but everything was so quiet he assumed the worst. Most of the people in the city were probably dead, and the death ring was expanding across the planet just like on Arcadia. They would have some forewarning, but they couldn’t get regenerators to everyone in time. He knew they couldn’t. There just weren’t that many, despite the precautions Star Force had taken. They never expected everyone on the planet to suffer heart attacks within the same day.  
 
    Tennisonne scanned the sky, looking for more attacking ships, but so far he saw none. The starburst ship was gone, probably having fled after it launched its attack in order to keep from being destroyed itself. If it had escorts that meant it was vulnerable in some way, and Star Force technology…technology that he had helped develop…was hurting them badly where they stood toe to toe with it. They’d attacked one of the most heavily defended star systems in the empire, and they were paying the price for it, but they were achieving their objectives…though not all of them. He was still alive and he intended to stay that way, so Tennisonne repositioned himself in the tree and made himself as comfortable as possible as he kept watch on the park around him and the sky above, ready to move if necessary as he waited out this holocaust, itching to get back into a lab and start work on this monstrous challenge. 
 
    Star Force had to find a way to defend against Essence, or the empire would fall. Tennisonne was sure of that now, even if whoever this was was only going after the Ysalamiri production. Star Force had to have strongholds, otherwise people like him would be easy targets and the best and brightest in the empire could be assassinated, including the trailblazers and Davis, though he doubted this type of attack would work on them, because they had Essence skills. He wasn’t sure about Davis, but the trailblazers did, though he doubted they could survive a direct disruption attack.  
 
    No, he had to solve this, and he couldn’t do that if he let himself die today. The odds of them hitting the planet with the same weapon again were so low he didn’t consider it. So the best play he had was to pretend to not exist and stay away from anything that did. And a bunch of trees and grass was no threat to anyone.  
 
    He was glad to be alive, but many others weren’t and he doubted the attack on the system was over. When it was, he didn’t expect much of the Ysalamiri infrastructure to be left, but that would be someone else’s problem now. They had the files safely hidden in other systems, so they could start over without actually having to start over. But he was going to have to start from scratch, and that meant finding some substances that could interact with Essence…and as of now, he had no possibilities to work with. 
 
    He didn’t know how he would even begin to tackle this, but he was fully committed…and when he saw the final death totals it would cement that determination, assuming this wasn’t a prelude to a traditional invasion, in which he’d have to worry about staying alive until help arrived, but if this was a hit and run attack as he suspected, then this day was going to mark the beginning of a new era for Star Force.  
 
    They had to learn to fight this type of warfare, or whoever this was that had attacked was going to deny them the weapons they needed to survive the Hadarak and let the galactic purge destroy Star Force for them. 
 
    The fate of the empire was literally in his hands, and the few other Mastertechs that were truly his peers. They had to solve this, or Star Force was doomed, one way or another. 
 
      
 
    Tar’ange didn’t have time to look at the battlemap as he ran around the complex, reviving as many people as they could. Fortunately there weren’t that many elite scientists within Star Force, and there were enough of their V’kit’no’sat peers and Archons around that Tar’ange eventually ended up running around empty hallways looking for more until word was passed over the V’kit’no’sat comm channels from armor set to armor set that they’d gotten them all inside the complex, but there were still more people outside that needed assistance. 
 
    The Pas’cha didn’t hesitate, finding an exit and heading out to the areas being highlighted by other V’kit’no’sat ahead of him on their own battlemap-like system. They didn’t have access to the Star Force one via their armor aside from some basic public information, but he could already see numerous bodies tagged in the surrounding area and ran out to them, pounding the ground so hard it felt like small earthquakes as he and the other large V’kit’no’sat ran to the nearest targets. 
 
    Most were small ones, but Tar’ange came up on a Wass’mat that was not V’kit’no’sat and firmly planted his foot on his chest…but when the Kich’a’kat did its work the hexped woke all wrong. It was thrashing violently, spilling bits of words in a way that made no sense, and Tar’ange had to use his Ikrid to take control of the alligator-like dinosaur to settle it down. Only then did he realize the problem…for parts of its mind were missing and parts were intact, and the intact pieces were trying to function without their complements.  
 
    The Star Force Wass’mat had spent too long without blood flow to its brain and large sections of data had been lost. The physical components of the brain were all there, just empty where the worst damage had occurred.  
 
    Tar’ange regretfully put the Wass’mat into a deep state of unconsciousness. He had no time to care for this one now, and the future it would have to endure to recover would be insulting. Had it been a V’kit’no’sat he would have considered killing it here and now to end its misery…but he was glad it was not, for a part of him did not want to do the enemy’s work for them. He left it sleeping and twitching as he ran off to the next target, hoping to find more that were recoverable without brain damage, but as time went on fewer and fewer were…and eventually he got to a Human on which the Kich’a’kat would not work. That meant the woman was beyond recoverable. 
 
    Tar’ange kept looking, finding a few more who were able to be revived but with massive brain deletion. He was so sickened by it he almost wanted to stop and just let them die, but he steeled his stomach and kept saving whatever bit of life was left in them until there were simply no more left to revive.  
 
    He stood looking out at the sea of bodies in the buildings nearby, using his Pefbar to see through the walls. Too many hours had passed, and too few V’kit’no’sat or Archons were around to revive them. He saw some medtechs running around, so maybe the Archons had gotten to them first so they could assist with wider spread revivals. That would be logical, but it was becoming clear that the enemy’s attack, while not killing many of the elite scientists who were here to work on the Ysalamir Project, had done what no other enemy could even dream of doing to Star Force. 
 
    They’d wiped out the majority of a planet’s population in a single attack, penetrating their defenses without having to take them down. Right through the planetary shields, and that was something even the V’kit’no’sat had never been able to do. Tar’ange felt a pang of anger at that inferiority, but his rage was at the deaths of the Star Force personnel, and it surprised him. They had always been the rogue element in the Rim, but now he realized that to him they were still V’kit’no’sat, and an attack on them was an attack on the empire at large.  
 
    Suddenly he stood tall, threw back his long neck and head into nearly vertical position, and roared…a howling, long, painful sound that was picked up by other V’kit’no’sat who emulated and added to it. Some of the other dinosaurs that were formerly V’kit’no’sat or born into Star Force joined in, and then some of the other races did so as well in whatever format they could.  
 
    It was a roar of loss, but moreover anger and frustration. They’d been caught vulnerable without them even knowing they were vulnerable, but this would not stand. The V’kit’no’sat empire would not stand for this. Whoever had attacked Star Force here was now at war with two empires, or rather the two halves of the one galactic empire. And Hadarak threat or no, this was not going to pass without a large payment in blood.  
 
    Tar’ange didn’t know who these vermin were, but they would find them and they would kill every last one of them…and this time he didn’t think Star Force would argue that point. At least not until victory was assured, and then Tar’ange wouldn’t care what Star Force did with the scraps. Whatever civilization this was that had attacked them was going to come to an end, no matter what it took. 
 
    It didn’t matter whether large or small, irrelevant or rival, if someone attacked the empire, their existence would be ended. And by the howling of V’kit’no’sat and Star Force alike, Tar’ange knew they were of the same mind.  
 
    A new war was about to be fought. A war in the Rim while the Hadarak devoured the Core. And it was going to be unlike any either the V’kit’no’sat or Star Force had ever fought before.  
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    Admiral Naerden didn’t know who these bastards were, where they came from, but he was killing a large amount of the attacking ships despite the damage they were doing. This was not a conventional invasion, and he suspected the enemy knew they couldn’t beat Star Force head on, so what this was was a massive razing of the system and he was having a damn hard time stopping it. 
 
    Whatever engine system they were using was not scannable. These ships were not making conventional jumps, and it seemed they had some form of cloaking device that could not be penetrated and it had to use ‘pilot fish’ to navigate by. Those pilot fish he could track and intercept, for their cloaking devices were not so good, and an attempt to run into the planet of Optimus was thwarted by his Human fleet. He expected another massive super-ship would have followed had those pilot fish got through, but he was in a good position to defend this world, and with the reports of massive deaths on the others there was no way he was going to budge from this position. 
 
    He wanted to. For there was combat going on across the system and the enemy had left Optimus when they’d failed to get to low orbit, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t come back. Some of them had moved off, trackable, but Naerden suspected that was bait to get his ships momentarily out of position and he wasn’t falling for it. More than a third of the surviving attacking ships had disappeared beneath their super cloak, for lack of a better term, but if he was right about it navigationally requiring other visible ships to navigate to, then those now invisible vessels wouldn’t be coming to the planet. 
 
    He didn’t know why you couldn’t just mark your position then drift blind until your navigational clock ran out then pop back up again, so maybe this super cloak wasn’t quite that, but he had his ships spread around the entire planet of Optimus in blockade formation and he was interlinked with the planetary defenses, having the surface guns and launchers locked into his fleet’s firing control as well as the orbital platforms and Sentinel stations.  
 
    The Admiral had to hold position, but that meant sitting and watching the casualties elsewhere. The shipyards especially were being savaged, and the pursuing fleets were not numerous enough to defend them all against the kind of weird weapons the enemy was launching with only a moment’s opportunity. They needed his fleet out there, but he couldn’t leave the planet undefended and the static defenses probably would not be able to destroy approaching ships before they could get within summons range of the big weapons.  
 
    And with this super cloak, they could bring an entire assault fleet into low orbit in the blink of an eye. That meant he had to knock down every single ship that came within range of the planet, and for that he needed his fleet to act as skirmishers heading out far away and running down ships making microjumps into the planet before they actually arrived. Thankfully he had a lot of capture drones equipped with mooring beams and IDF generators, for without those some of the enemy ships would have gotten through and Optimus would be suffering the same fate as Corneria and several other planetoids. 
 
    Naerden knew his duty, but it was hard to just sit here and watch. He actually hoped they tried to hit Optimus again, but that wasn’t going to be the case. The assault lasted for hours more, stretching into the next day before the enemy was either satisfied with the damage or they’d calculated they couldn’t do much more, for they simultaneously bugged out, disappearing from view and leaving behind a few ships that were quickly captured rather than destroyed. 
 
    But those ships either self-destructed or the crews killed themselves before they could be captured…and they did so in such a way that they couldn’t be revived afterwards. 
 
    The Admiral kept his fleet around Optimus for the weeks that followed, not knowing if they were going to return to try again the moment he left it, for at the end of the day the other four primary planets in the system had all been hit with the heart attack weapon that left some 88% of the population dead…though that would have been far higher if it had acted faster and not given the far side of each planet some prep time for the medtechs to save themselves. They had no way of stopping the attack, so they all had to suffer through it, then wake up when the regenerators they’d attached to themselves beforehand restarted their hearts…then they went around reviving as many others as they could, with groups of them stationed outside the medical bays so there would be less lag time tracking them down. 
 
    But even with those groupings, people within sight of a medical bay died because there weren’t enough regenerators available and they didn’t work fast enough. Then add to that the hundreds of thousands of people who lived, but had suffered partial or near total brain wipes. They couldn’t even walk on their own, in most cases, so the survivors were being overrun with babysitting duties that they couldn’t take care of. 
 
    Once the attackers were gone, though no one could say for sure since their arrival and departure methods couldn’t be ascertained, relief teams based out of Optimus began collecting the brain wiped survivors and bringing them back to the intact planet to free up the other survivors that needed to man the still intact defenses and other vital operations as Epsilon Eridani tried to pull itself together. They didn’t know if this was just the first wave or a one off attack, but if it was a prelude to an invasion, wiping out almost all the people on the planets in such a quick and unexpected attack would mean very little resistance once they got past the planetary shields. 
 
    Naerden didn’t know if they could insert them to the planet through the shields or not. Their weapons obviously went right through them, even the visible ones that had turned the shipyards to ash. The analysis on that one, which was a bright blue/green beam, indicated it was a form of plasma…but one that tore a hole in the shield rather than draining it. It was like the plasma somehow cheated the energy barrier and the sensor data could not shed light on why.  
 
    The heart attack weapon, which the Hadarak Lurker apparently also could use, passed through shields and armor like it wasn’t even there, yet it seemed to cling to the surface of the planet, for the distribution of the deaths could be calculated to see where it went and when, and it did not appear to be passing through the planetary core, merely spreading out across the surface. 
 
    That’s the weapon that did the most damage to the people, but it was clear this enemy wasn’t just here to kill, but to destroy the means they had to produce Ysalamir. That meant they had to be an ally of the Hadarak, or someone who wanted to use the Hadarak to destroy Star Force and they saw the Ysalamir as a potential solution to the galactic problem. 
 
    But if Star Force couldn’t stop the Hadarak, everyone in the galaxy was likely to be destroyed. So were they really allies with the Hadarak, or just fools shooting themselves in the foot to kill the ant that had walked up on top of their shoe? 
 
    Naerden now wore combat armor round the clock, taking only brief sessions out of it to shower, and the bulk of his crew were as well, but they didn’t have enough for everyone. At least not enough that had regenerators built in. The combat fleets in the Hadarak Zone had been ordered to have their crew wear regenerators constantly, and they’d had to build a lot more to supply them, but out here in the Rim there wasn’t any perceived threat from the Hadarak yet so they didn’t have them. Someone had just exploited that blind spot, though it hadn’t done them much good in the fighting, for the drones were not stopped by their pilots’ deaths, only diminished in ingenuity for the short period of time before control was rerouted to other pilots on nearby ships or planets.  
 
    But right now there was no way to protect an entire planet from this weapon other than to keep the ships away from it, for it they managed to fire the invisible heart attack pulse, or whatever it was, the entire population would need regenerators on them to survive…and that didn’t just mean Star Force citizens, but all the wildlife as well. Corneria had none larger than some insects, but the other planets did, and even Corneria’s insects were now all dead. Anything with a heart, no matter how small, was murdered in one fell swoop, and the thought of that sent eerie shivers down the Admiral’s spine every time he thought about it. 
 
    Yet he had to think about it, for he remained onboard his command ship and saw nothing directly. He was insulated from the damage, and no one on his ship had been afflicted. He was glad for that distance, and the fact that he was not on the cleanup crew that had to go around and collect all the dead across 4 planets and 8 small moons.  
 
    Reinforcements would begin to arrive in the coming days, but not before word of another attack reached him from the next door system to Epsilon Eridani…that being Sol. 
 
      
 
    Admiral Pro’lec was a Bsidd fleet commander with a wealth of combat experience and fresh out of a campaign against Hadarak minions that had lasted 6 years. He’d been cycled back to Earth as a form of rest period that also kept the Star Force capitol with the skill level of system defenders that it deserved. No combat ever happened here, with the only incidents being a rogue ship crossing into areas it shouldn’t and having to be intercepted, and when the first ship arrived in Sol along a rarely used jumpline and failed to check in with one of the customs stations, he assumed it was another sightseer from a random race thinking it could come take a look at the capitol without permission. 
 
    This happened a fair amount, and the Admiral was on station when it occurred, but he didn’t need to give any orders. The captains in the area responded immediately and sent out drones to intercept…then the ship sudden made a microjump and tried to race them out of stellar orbit. 
 
    The Bsidd flexed his mandibles in irritation. Engine profile on the ship wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t up to Star Force standards. Did they not understand they weren’t getting anywhere? He’d seen stupid before, but this was more bold than usual.  
 
    The intercept happened out beyond Mercury’s orbit in null space, with the drones catching and disabling the ship in an IDF field as they all coasted out towards nowhere. The ship hadn’t been headed for one of the planets. Must have just been a random trajectory trying to evade the system defenders. 
 
    Pro’lec thought that was the end of it as he tried to identify the ship’s hull design. It was familiar, but not identical to anything in the database, and it wasn’t responding to hails, so a boarding action was going to have to happen. 
 
    Before he could issue any specific orders on that the drones he had sent to capture it, all 6 of them, suddenly disappeared as a mass of contacts materialized around them and opened fire.  
 
    The Admiral stood up from his command chair as alarms went off around the system, or would once the signal lag worked out. Somehow a fleet of 3,290 ships had bypassed their defenses and were now inside the system. 
 
    Pro’lec was in Mars orbit at the time, but he and a chunk of the planetary defense fleet immediately broke away from their parking slots and accelerated through microjumps towards the enemy fleet, as did several others from the inner planets and orbital stations. Whoever this was was about to get overrun, and yet they still would not identify themselves. 
 
    They didn’t linger for long, heading on a course towards Mars with Pro’lec having to slam on the brakes before they flew by him. He brought his fleet backwards and spread out in anticipation of the arrival of the enemy, but right before they slowed down to engagement speed more ships popped up along with the enemy fleet. Two large ones with some smaller escorts. Both were starburst shaped and larger than the rest, with Pro’lec assuming they were heavy hitters while at the same time trying to figure out how they got here without being detected. 
 
    The two big ships made their way to the front of the formation when the drone wall was in firing range, hammering their shields but doing no discernible damage, then they both started glowing yellow, first at the tips of the angular pylons, then it soaked on further towards the central mass. 
 
    The Admiral knew this was some form of a charging attack, and as the drone wall extended around the flanks into a bowl-shaped formation that could attack on multiple angles, the two large enemy ships shot yellow beams, laser straight, towards each other, connecting them somehow and allowing a mass to form between them. It looked like a tiny star and grew quickly as the enemy’s other ships stayed behind them and fought the drones on the perimeter…but they would not go in front of the larger ships. 
 
    Pro’lec altered the drone wall, pulling ships out of the forward arc without giving the enemy a clear path to the planet. Additional fleets would be arriving within the hour, and if the enemy progressed forward they’d run into the planetary defenses. He was about to withdraw in that direction to bring the Sentinels in range, but that linking up worried him so he decided to draw out whatever weaponry they had here and now…and when they fired the Bsidd’s jaw dropped. 
 
    The small ‘sun’ was thrown forward, expanding as it went into a cone that hit the drones that held position, and when it did the drones dropped off the battlemap. The energy discharge had swatted them like insects, leaving nothing behind but very small rubble…and that rubble was being propelled outward along with the energy wave through more and more drones. 
 
    The pilots did a good job and got a lot out of the way of the ‘slow’ moving attack, but Pro’lec’s command ship and the other warships had to move eventually, or the expanding attack would have eventually got to them. The energy cone continued to expand until it got to about 63,000 miles where it suddenly disappeared, leaving behind a curtain of debris that was heading towards Mars. 
 
    Pro’lec didn’t worry about that, knowing the planetary shields would shrug off what the Sentinels didn’t chew up first, but if this enemy…whoever they damn well were…got that weapon within range of the Sentinels or the planet itself, he wasn’t sure what would happen. He just knew he couldn’t let them get that close. 
 
    The fleet sprung into action, abandoning their wall defense and aggressively going after the enemy as the big ships were suddenly surrounded once again by their escorts…but not before a few small holes began to show where weapons damage was finally getting through from a nearby Mach’nel that was too far away to fire anything but it’s Tar’vem’jic. The massive beam had been defeated 6 times already, but the 7th got through, in small part, and burned a hold into the center of the enemy super ship, but it didn’t go very deep. 
 
    Then some of the escorts broke off and raced towards the Mach’nel. Pro’lec wondered what they were doing, sending drones after them because he didn’t like the idea of them being beyond stupid. They had to have a plan, and that might involve another big ship hiding somewhere. 
 
    Then right on cue, another super ship popped into existence near the small ships and began to charge up, but with blue energy instead of yellow.  
 
    The Admiral immediately ordered the Mach’nel to run, and thankfully the Calavari commander didn’t hesitate. It got out of Mars orbit entirely, then the first two super ships fired another set of weapons, blowing apart drones one at a time but without the telltale discharge. At least he assumed they were, for there was no visible weapon tracks, and he was fairly sure this was the same disintegration weapon the Lurker had used. 
 
    Which meant these attackers used Essence or something like it, and that was something he was ill suited to dealing with. Thankfully there were some Archons on Mars that possessed Essence, and he began getting orders from them on how to proceed. Caution was the name of the game, and putting the drones in harm’s way while avoiding close range with any manned ship like a plague…as well as keeping the enemy away from the planet and the manned orbital installations. 
 
    That he thought he could manage, for the escorts were dying quickly, then all 3 super ships disappeared again, along with most of their escorts, leaving a few behind to continue to fight and quickly be destroyed, though Pro’lec disabled a few of the ships so he could ask questions of the captives. 
 
    But then he saw the truth of the attack, for while the other Star Force fleets were on their way here, a single ship had come out of another jumpline and headed straight for Earth. The defense fleet there was moving out to intercept it, but before they could another enemy fleet popped into existence around it…and this one had better than 30,000 ships in it. 
 
    The attack on Pro’lec’s fleet was nothing more than a distraction meant to get a portion of the system defenses moving away from their true target. They were heading for Earth, and the Bsidd bet anything that the super ships were repositioning there, or there were more hiding and about to be revealed. 
 
    He took most of his fleet and made an emergency jump in Earth’s direction, or as close as he could get without repositioning around Mars for a proper jumpline. He didn’t know what was about to go down, but he was going to get there before this was finished. As were most of the other defensive fleets spread around the system that were halving themselves and sending the extras towards Earth. 
 
    Someone was actually ballsy enough to attack Star Force’s capitol…and that meant they were either insane or capable of carrying it out. And if they had Essence skills, and were ‘the others’ that the Knights of Quenar had warned about, he was worried it was about to be the latter. But no matter how this ended, it was going to be one hell of a fight, especially considering those 30,000 ships were outnumbered 10,000 to 1 by drones. But all those drones were not at Earth, yet…and it looked like the enemy was going to get first strike at the planet if they could get through the on-site defense fleet. 
 
    Pro’lec didn’t like this one bit, but whatever the enemy had planned, it would go down in the next 12 minutes or so…one way or another. 
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    Davis was in his office when the enemy ships arrived, and he got notified immediately as the system went into defensive mode. As for Atlantis, his tower office retracted down into the city while large armored domes rotated up and over other buildings in addition to the primary defense shields covering the city with multiple layers. Meanwhile his entire office lit up with holograms detailing the system, the defense assets, and the attacking fleets. 
 
    They were unidentifiable, but the moment they started using Essence, Archons in the field were able to see it and report it, for Earth was too far away for Davis to pick it up directly until the super ship let loose one of its discharges. That Davis was able to see all the way from Earth as a tiny pinprick of invisible light showing beneath his feet, for Mars was on the other side of the planet and he could sense the Essence through that mass, given how it seemed to defy matter at every opportunity. 
 
    He knew these had to be ‘The Others’ finally showing themselves, and they had to be beyond bold to strike at Sol. It made him wonder if they had more power than he suspected with such a small fleet, but when the planetary defenses started hammering the enemy with long range Tar’vem’jic hits and he saw their smaller ships disappear in one shot kills, he questioned what they were up to. 
 
    One of the larger super ships appeared when the fighting was going the wrong way for them, and it began to soak up some of the Tar’vem’jic shots while killing swarms of drones. Davis knew it was acting as a blocker, and so did the Archons leading the defense, for they were deploying a lot of assets to flank the fleet as it charged towards the planet despite numerous IDF traps deployed by orbiting stations. 
 
    The super ship destroyed several of them, opening up some holes that the smaller ships scattered through and spread out. They didn’t last long, but they were getting within medium weapon range of the orbital defenses as the swarm spread out in a rightward path around the planet. It didn’t become clear instantly, but the enemy was trying to rotate around to get above Atlantis, and when one of the smaller ships got within proximity two more super ships suddenly popped into existence beside it a moment before it was skewered by a Tar’vem’jic and erased from the map in the subsequent explosion. 
 
    Secondary weaponry on the surface painted the two new targets in Ardent beams, more Tar’vem’jic, and a score of missiles and rail guns. The physical attacks passed right through the ships while the energy weapons hit a shield that Davis could see was either composed of sheer Essence or the Essence was enhancing something else. Sensors were inconclusive on that part, and both super ships were charging up their points, one with white and the other with orange.  
 
    Davis couldn’t believe the ships were withstanding the torrent of firepower flowing into them, and when the white one was partly charged he saw the first Tar’vem’jic beam get through. It didn’t do much damage, but more and more there were bits of firepower hitting the hull and tarnishing it, but no large explosions. It looked like the beams were being ineffective, but the hull of the smooth ship with glowing spikes was showing what looked like sunspots wherever damage was occurring. 
 
    The other ship was taking no visible damage, for the gunners were wisely focusing their firepower on one of the ships since they didn’t know how much it would take to get through. The escort ships that had popped into existence with them had scattered to attack the nearest orbital platforms, but they’d all been destroyed within 40 seconds. Only these two massive ships were withstanding the assault, and both were glowing with Essence so brightly Davis knew that was the reason.  
 
    As he’d suspected, the Others had inferior technology augmented by Essence, and they’d come directly here to strike at the heart of Star Force. He didn’t know what those weapons could do, but with full planetary shields up they were either going to be able to get through them or have one massive letdown. Davis didn’t assume for one moment this attack was foolhardy, but there was nowhere he could evacuate to in time and Atlantis was the best defended position on the surface.  
 
    And if Essence didn’t care about matter, going deep underground into the magma cities wouldn’t protect him. His personal guard knew this as well, which was why they didn’t try to rush in and get him to evacuate. But out of habit, he reached into the pocket on his uniform and pulled out his stylist. It was little more than a pen-shaped object he used to gesture with and interact with the comms when telepathy alone wouldn’t work, as well as a few other gimmicks. He’d always had one throughout his career, even back before Star Force was created, but now it was more than just a stylist, and when he mentally keyed it on it expanded over his hand and the rest of his body, giving him a very light suit of armor that would probably do nothing to protect him against a weapon that could get through the planetary shields and city armor. 
 
    Which was why he togged his ring, which was not decorative and actually his own personal Magicite that he had been trickle charging for as long as he could remember. It didn’t hold nearly as much as the ones the trailblazers’ used, for his skills were infinitesimal to theirs, but he’d saved up a decent amount over the years and if he was about to get hit by an Essence weapon they he’d at least try to throw up his own Essence as a shield against it. He didn’t know how to do that, so when he felt the Essence in orbit coalescing into what he knew to be similar to his own discharge patterns, he pressed the top of the ring and mentally linked to it, requiring both activation mechanisms in order to release the stored Essence. 
 
    He poured it into the air around him and hardened it, not knowing if that would have any effect against whatever he was about to get hit with. He was an Archon, and he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. But if he was killed here, the others would avenge him. No matter how long it took, they wouldn’t let this pass. They’d find and kill the Others, even if it meant ignoring the Hadarak.  
 
    Davis’s mind was racing as it searched for options, but he had none if their weapon could get through the planetary defenses, so he held his solid Essence around him, far thicker than he’d ever managed before, and kept adding layers to it as far as he could control. That didn’t exhaust the Magicite, but he forced as much as he could into the egg-like shield as he looked upwards through the ceiling towards the two glowing stars visible to only those with the Essence eyesight to see them. 
 
    Then one of those stars went nova and a massive surge rushed down towards the planet directly over him. A few seconds later…blackness. 
 
      
 
    On the edge of the Deep Core… 
 
      
 
    Kara knew nothing about the attacks on the Ysalamiri, Epsilon Eridani, or Sol. She was beyond communications rage of the relay grid, Urrtren, or even the couriers that were extending the temporary grid through the Hadarak Zone. The Hail Mary and its Zak’de’ron stalker were now beyond the invasion area and traveling through systems the V’kit’no’sat had never been before as they came up on the most heavily fortified Hadarak system Star Force had ever seen. 
 
    She’d come in slowly, creeping into the system then slamming on the brakes hard to arrive in high orbit…and she was glad she did when she saw the organic infrastructure poking in and out of what looked like half eaten planets. They weren’t even round like the Hadarak more or less were. These were sticking out like roots or fungus or anything else oddly organic, and they were infesting every world on sensors in addition to others free floating in various orbits along the primary jumplines into the system. 
 
    There was even one behind her, far out into the system on the jumpline they’d entered on…or to be more precise just off it so the mass wouldn’t collide with incoming ships. Yet it began launching hordes of minions attached to its hull, and they did move out into the jumpline to block it, perhaps fearing that her ship was the first in a long convoy. 
 
    Kara was just glad they weren’t there to start with, or she’d have probably run into one of the half mile wide naval minions that were spreading out like flower pedals as her ship accelerated around the system while staying well away from the star and the massive amount of deadly stuff down there that was probably keeping anyone from passing further into Hadarak territory. 
 
    “The blockers contain high density orbs,” Pol’ake said via hologram. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t supposed to talk,” she said irritably.  
 
    “We are already seen, or they would not be releasing them. Communication will not betray us any further.” 
 
    “There’s still the part about me not giving you permission,” she said, but didn’t cut him off. “And I know about the blockers. I read your files.” 
 
    “They will continue to expand until they cover thousands of miles with kinetic mines, and they will do so on every jumpline around the system. We will have to run through them, bypass them, or exit on a bad jumpline. Which do you plan to utilize? I do not recommend staying here to observe.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to,” she admitted, for they had stuck around to gather data on other less dense Hadarak systems, but the buildup here was too much to risk, especially with millions of warship minions around the ‘planets’ and low stellar orbit. “We’re going to the far side as soon as we start to get some decent return pings on active sensors.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then I make this up as I go. You’re free to turn back, you know?” 
 
    “I go where you go.” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “If you are destroyed I must document it.” 
 
    Kara scoffed, with a hint of amusement in her cough-like laugh. “Stay close then,” she said, activating the engines and slowly ramping up speed as she got better and better information of what was ahead. There was plenty of debris in the system, a lot of which looked like dead minion carcasses left to drift, but navigating through them wouldn’t be an issue for they were spread out quite far apart. As long as she knew what to avoid, she could continue to increase speed to the point where she actually had to enhance the star’s pull to keep her trajectory in a curving loop around the exterior of the system. 
 
    The travel was not fast, and it took more than two days for them to get around to the far side with minions converging on their position from almost all directions, but her ship was the faster and as long as she kept moving they were not going to catch up. The trouble was, she had to slow down to make an interstellar jump, laterally at least, and the minions were busy clogging all the best jumplines out ahead of her. 
 
    That meant trying to get beyond them and make an even weaker jump, or travel to a star too far away to reasonably hit. Kara could snag one if they flew near it, so she didn’t have to precisely hit the long jumps, but she didn’t want to risk it today, and that meant racing the minions to one they hadn’t completely blocked yet that led more lateral around the galactic curve or try for the more direct routes. 
 
    Kara opted for the latter, traveling far out into the system where the gravity was too weak for normal jumps, bypassing the blockers and lining up on the most direct route towards the center of the galaxy. The minion warships still pursued, despite the fact they wouldn’t have the engine power to return to the system, but what did the Hadarak care about minions dying? They were all expendable to them, so these didn’t need to return and apparently they didn’t care, for they keep driving hard to catch up as her ship ground to a halt and precisely aligned on the jumpline. 
 
    Once she had it, she accelerated at 80% power, not sure how much gravity the system ahead would have to brake on, and suddenly the minions were whisking out of her rear view. The Zak’de’ron ship made the jump behind her, but did so with enough accuracy and delicate timing that it ended up being only 149,000 miles behind her and drifting slightly forward, meaning it was well within realtime comms range.  
 
    “Figures,” Kara mumbled, impressed that that kind of navigational accuracy, and on cue the hologram of the gray dragon reappeared. “What now?” 
 
    “We are traveling slow enough that their courier minions might be able to transmit our arrival jumpline to the next system.” 
 
    “Their couriers might make it. Are you suggesting actual transmissions?” 
 
    “We do not know for certain, but we suspect they have faster than telepathic transmission of some nature. Their level of coordination implies such a conclusion. We may be jumping into an ambush on arrival.” 
 
    “That never happened according to your records,” Kara pointed out. 
 
    “We have cloaking devices that the minions cannot easily penetrate.” 
 
    The Archon frowned. “Right. We’re not jumping at max capability. If they calculate outgoing velocity and assume we’re topped out, they’ll put their ambush short of actual position. Plus we can arrive off the jumpline and swing around the star at speed.” 
 
    “That won’t allow for even minimal scans without signal distortion.” 
 
    “Staying alive is our first priority.” 
 
    “I concur.” 
 
    “How much braking power do you have left?” 
 
    “More than you. My ship will not be an issue.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kara half mocked. “Well, as long as we’re stuck together for the next 5 weeks with nothing to do but coast, how about some games?” 
 
    “What sort of games?” 
 
    “The kind where I get to see what sort of intellectual skills you actually have.” 
 
    “There is too much lag for instantaneous connection.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I’ve played with lag before. Or do you just not want to talk to each other until we arrive at the next system.” 
 
    “It was you who did not wish to speak. Teach me your games and I will show you what superior intellect looks like.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll start old school,” she said, pulling up the file for Brextron and sending it to him. “Be warned, this is a long game.” 
 
    “The important ones always are, little one.” 
 
    “Alright, youngling. You’ve read the primer by now. Let’s just dive in and see what you’ve got…” 
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