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    August 2, 128482 
 
    Szequat System (Voku Capitol, Zak’de’ron Territory) 
 
    Nergthen 
 
      
 
    The clandestine Zak’de’ron ship arrived in the Voku system not under cloak. That was highly irregular, and by the time it landed on Nergthen and the Zak’de’ron inside made his way into the restricted chambers where the blue dragon that held dominion here was waiting slightly irritated. 
 
    “Why did you disregard secrecy?” he demanded as the slightly smaller yellow Zak’de’ron flapped his wings momentarily before tucking them back in alongside his body again. 
 
    “Secrecy is irrelevant. An accord has been reached with the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force. We will fight the Hadarak in parallel and all our territories have been sanctioned. The V’kit’no’sat will not attack us. The time of our hiding is finally over.” 
 
    The blue dragon flinched, drawing his head and neck back suddenly as his eyes widened. “What has happened?” 
 
    “The threat of the Hadarak is so great that the V’kit’no’sat decided we were of lesser importance, and Zeno’dor agreed. If we cannot stop the Hadarak, we will all be killed, and what good is ruling a galaxy devoid of inhabitation? It was decided that we would fight for our survival rather than trying to hide in our Hives between the stars. I agree wholeheartedly, and was sent to inform you that we are now going to war. The Voku are required for immediate deployment to the Core.” 
 
    The blue dragon, recovering from his surprise, stood up on his rear legs for a moment, then let his forelegs smash down on the ground with an echoing thud that banished any notion of passivity from the empty chamber. 
 
    “Finally!” he said, walking past the yellow dragon and giving him a friendly head butt. “Do we have a plan for victory?” 
 
    “No. We face the impossible, and our Uriti are becoming unreliable enough that we have traded them to Star Force in exchange for a system in the Far Rim and enough material to build a second Itaru.” 
 
    “They agreed?” he asked, stopping and twisting his long neck around to look back. 
 
    “They did. They want them for a variety of reasons, and I do not think if they realized their current condition they would argue otherwise.” 
 
    “How then are we to fight the Hadarak?” 
 
    “The same way we have always done. With blood. The V’kit’no’sat and Star Force are focusing on the minions, but we know it is the Hadarak that must be destroyed. We are going to hunt down the small ones, and we are going to need massive fleets to do it. We need the Voku and all the others to mobilize immediately. Leave behind only enough for prudent defense. The rest must rally to war.” 
 
    “And so they will. Come with me,” the blue dragon said, walking to the center of the chamber then spreading his wings and flapping hard as he launched himself into the air and up into the distant rooftop that pulled back on his mental command. It led to a tunnel that connected into the planet’s atmosphere, and it was a path he had never taken before due to his need to stay hidden even amongst the Voku. 
 
    But not today. He flew out and up into the sky, with the yellow dragon following, and the pair both found tall buildings to perch on as they telepathically sent out a broadcasts to all Voku within a 200+ mile range in the planet’s largest city. 
 
    The time for war has come. The Hadarak threaten the galaxy and the Voku must rally to our aid along with the rest of our servants. No longer will we hide in the shadows. Today, we reassert our place in the galaxy and reclaim the name that has been hidden from your view. You know us as ‘The Elders’, but our true name is Zak’de’ron. We hold the authority of dominion over this galaxy, and that dominion is being challenged by the Hadarak in the Deep Core. They intend to slowly move out, destroying all life in the galaxy system by system with no exceptions. We will meet these Hadarak in combat, and we will kill many, but we will also take massive losses. The Hadarak are a threat we have known of since before we took you under our care. They are not to be underestimated. 
 
    This is a war that has been in the making beyond your time, and now it is unavoidable. Either we destroy the Hadarak or they will destroy us. The time for patience is over. We go to war, and it will be a war measured in millennia, but it must begin now or the Hadarak will gain advantage in every system they take. We can no longer co-inhabit this galaxy. Either they fall, or we do. So I call upon the oaths you swore, and the investment we made in the Voku will now be repaid. Many of you will die, but you will die in combat against the enemy. If we fail and they advance this far out into the galaxy, then we are all doomed. We will meet them in the Core and decide the fate of the galaxy there rather than wait for them to come here and assault your worlds. 
 
    Rally now. To victory or to death, for there are no other paths. And in order for us to obtain victory, we must fight together. The Voku must fight with the other servants of the Zak’de’ron that you do not know exist, but all will know soon. We are no longer hiding our power, for without it, the galaxy is doomed. Even Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat recognize this, and they have agreed to fight at our side as well. All must stand against the Hadarak and slow their advance, but it is up to us to make the kills and secure victory, for none else have the power to do so. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron will lead, you will follow, and together we will find a path to victory, the yellow dragon finished, with the pair having taken turns speaking, then both raised their heads to the sky and breathed their blue plasma fire up into two vertical plumes that could be seen for miles around, but the following ‘sonic’ battle call that went out telepathically chilled all Voku that heard it to the bone, underscoring the power of the Zak’de’ron that were now demanding their assistance. 
 
    It had the desired effect, and as orders were already being transmitted out to the Voku leaders and implemented, the entire population of the Voku empire took on a fervor never before seen. They had been waiting patiently for so long for a call to action, and now they not only had one, but they were being called upon to help the Zak’de’ron fight a war for the fate of the galaxy!  
 
    It spread like a virus out from the capitol city, then across the entire planet, system, and then out across their comm grid to all Voku planets. And as one, the Voku answered the Elders’ call without reservation. 
 
      
 
    Nim-roc was in one of the nearby buildings when the two Elders came outside and addressed the Voku. When he heard their new mission for his race he headed straight to the nearest military base where he submitted his application for reenlistment. He had served for more than 40 years before leaving to pursue business opportunities as a civilian, but there was no way he was going to sit on the sidelines when the Elders issued a call for war. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one. There was a huge crowd outside the military base when he got there, and they were all there to reenlist. His first military assignment hadn’t been voluntary, for he had been bred specifically for that purpose, but once his initial duty was completed he was given the freedom to choose his path and he had chosen to continue in military service for a while longer before leaving it. 
 
    That was why the military had no recruitment center for him to go to now. Other races did, but the Voku had a duty upon birth that kept the military ranks full. Now though, that wasn’t going to be enough, and it looked like nearly all pervious military personnel were coming back to heed the Elders’ call. 
 
    Nim-roc stood outside for 6 hours, two of which were in rain, before the line finally led him to the entry point and he was accepted in for processing. Given the fact that he had served longer than most did, his record had more gravitas to it and he was pushed up the queue and got assigned a new unit within 30 minutes.  
 
    There was no time to say goodbye or any other social sentiments. As soon as he got assigned he was shipped off to the location his unit was located and he was integrated immediately into the infantry ranks, sized up for new equipment, and got back into training mode over the following days as his unit swelled by more than 20%. It took 6 weeks before they finally had a transport to load on, then they left the system for where nobody knew other than the fact they were headed for the Galactic Core and it was going to take them nearly a year to get there, since they couldn’t use the Star Force Grid Point system. 
 
    During that time Nim-roc and the other returnees trained heavily onboard the Voku conglomerates, picking up some of the fitness they had lost while studying the Hadarak in detail. They were a terrifying enemy, and not just the planet-sized ones. The army of minions was what he and the other infantry were going to be fighting, and they were both formidable and odd, coming in all sizes and shapes. Some were quick and deadly, others slow and armored. Some of them also came equipped with poison weapons, with even a tiny amount getting onto your skin resulting in extreme pain and eventual death if not treated with the Elders…correction, Zak’de’ron technology.  
 
    But they could be killed with coordination, meaning he and the other Voku were going to have to work in groups to take them down quickly and effectively. One on one would not work well enough to deal with the swarm-like numbers that exceeded anything the Voku had ever faced before, including the Li’vorkrachnika long, long ago.  
 
    The Hadarak scared him, but it wasn’t a ‘run away’ scared. It was a fear of not being able to accomplish his mission and live to assist with the second. He knew many of them would die, but if they didn’t fight the Hadarak here and now then everyone in the galaxy would eventually be killed…and knowing that, he and others much preferred fighting for a chance of victory rather than waiting for their eventual end to come. 
 
    The convoy his transport was in traveled from system to system, taking advantage of several black hole routes that the V’kit’no’sat had opened up to them, but before they got to the Hadarak war zone his conglomerate merged with several others and a shifting of personnel occurred. He moved to the section assigned to him, then new conglomerates formed and he found himself in one assigned to naval combat along with a handful of other infantry assigned as ship’s guards, for there were recent reports of naval minions impacting and infesting ships with boarding parties.  
 
    He didn’t know how they could do that to a Voku vessel that could reorganize its interior corridors at will, but if this is where the Elders wanted him, then so be it. Their name might be Zak’de’ron, but they were the same Elders he had served from a distance his entire 1302 year life, and now that he was literally only a few ships away from one of the Zak’de’ron vessels filled with Elders and about to go to war with them…there wasn’t any other place he wanted to be. He was literally born for this, even if his personal skillset might not come into play when the conglomerate eventually went into battle. 
 
    The convoy split up a few dozen jumps prior to entering the Hadarak War Zone, leaving only a few thousand conglomerates along with his, but a couple weeks later they entered a system and rendezvoused with two other races’ fleets that he now knew were the Zatarin and Djarm. They were two of the more powerful races that also served the Zak’de’ron, though there were thousands now made public knowledge. Nim-roc had memorized them all, and the Zatarin and Djarm fleets were both larger than his Voku convoy.  
 
    They waited in this system together for more than month until three more races and two more Voku and Djarm convoys arrived. Then that massive fleet began to jump out in as close spacing as Nim-roc had ever seen. His conglomerate was in the third quarter of the now combined convoy, and when they got to the next system and he saw on the external sensors that were available for all crew to watch…his jaw dropped.  
 
    There were 200 times the number of ships than they were bringing, all clustered together with one active outgoing jumppoint. There were 382 different Zak’de’ron servant races and some 78 different Elders ships here scattered amongst them. 
 
    It took forever for his conglomerate to get into its jump position, then it launched itself across the stars alongside both large and small ships from races he’d never heard of prior to this war. They coasted together then exited in another system that was merely a pass through, jumping out from the other side of the star and continuing on. 
 
    That passed through 5 more systems, then as they approached the next one the battle warning sounded throughout the ship and Nim-roc rushed from his downtime training to get geared up and ready to repel boarders in the full body armor recently created for the Voku infantry. Shield generators alone would not work against minions that could poison you with a single touch, so now he was encased in a transforming hard carapace just as black as his natural skin.  
 
    It felt bulky, but still allowed him 88% mobility…and that was far preferable to collapsing in a pile of pain and becoming totally useless. The rest of the conglomerate crew did not have the armor, for they had tasks to accomplish onboard. Only the infantry had it, and they were now running to strategic positions around the ship that would allow them to enter transit tubes that could deposit them anywhere in the conglomerate within seconds.  
 
    From one of those waiting stations he watched the exterior sensors as they finished up their coast phase and braked entering the destination system. Fear shot icy tendrils through his body as he saw not one, not two, but three Hadarak in the system. All were ‘small,’ with two tier 1s and a single tier 2, but they were massive lifeforms beyond his imagining and they had huge swarms of minions escorting them as one was actively engaged in combat against a Zak’de’ron/Servant combined fleet already numbering over 500,000 vessels…though the debris from over 1.5 million were shown scattered across the system and largely unrecognizable had it not been for the battle records the entire combined fleet was sharing with each other. 
 
    Then he saw the corpse of a 4th Hadarak in near the star. It wasn’t active and had no minions with it, looking like a small asteroid field made up of large rocks. Another of the tier 1s was showing heavy damage and currently on retreat to the star with warships following and shooting it repeatedly. It had no minion swarm to guard it and the ships were not getting close enough to be affected by the tentacles or grapple fields, meaning they were getting in free shots, but it was so massive and weapon resistant that there was no way they were going to be able to kill it before it made it to the safety of the depths of the star where it could somehow heal in that maelstrom of stellar plasma. 
 
    The other two Hadarak were currently engaged, one at another jumppoint that had incoming minions, all warship class, arriving from elsewhere. They were pouring in and adding to the skirmishers even as the Zak’de’ron’s reinforcements were pouring in to aid them.  
 
    The scale of combat going on was more than Nim-roc’s mind could comprehend. This was beyond anything he or the others had anticipated, and the sheer amount of destruction made it clear that they were probably not going to survive this fight, but that their deaths would in fact be accomplishing something. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron could kill the Hadarak, and if this was the price that had to be paid to fulfill their oaths to the Elders, then so be it. Before now he hadn’t thought it was possible to even kill one of the massive monsters, and the Elders were giving them the ability to do so, which meant that these Hadarak would never reach Voku territory if they died here first. 
 
    Nim-roc heard a little chattering, and he looked down to see what it was…finding it was his hand armor shaking and ticking on his thigh. He pulled his arm away an inch, then his attention was drawn back to the sensors and battle reports as his conglomerate began racing towards the tier 2 Hadarak that was surrounded by minions and beyond that a massive Zak’de’ron fleet augmented with far more Servant vessels…some of which had been caught by the Hadarak and were in the process of being crushed to death by the tendrils or pulled down to the surface where the grapple fields were pinning them to the Hadarak and smashed by the pressure or, in the case of the stronger ships, held there until a tentacle was free to arch over and crush them with a single, slow moving hit. 
 
    And it was into that insanity that his conglomerate raced, as did the other Voku and servant races, without hesitation. If the Elders were personally fighting these monsters, then they would stand with them, and die with them if need be, for they’d been told that victory would require a bloody path. 
 
    And if his blood could spare an Elder from death, there could be no more honorable an end for a servant of the Zak’de’ron.  
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    June 2, 128483 
 
    Kong Island System (Uriti Preserve #4) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Niolla-808 was on system-watch onboard her command ship, along with two other Wranglers in their ships forming a triangle around the massive blue star that currently had 8 Uriti within it. Only one ship would make the telepathic range sketchy from one side to the other, so this star had to have 3 on duty at a minimum, and more when the Uriti moved out to other parts of the system. 
 
    But that wasn’t a stretch, for there were over 400 wranglers here and they took turns to give each other time to train and sleep. Niolla was the eldest of those here, but she had come late to the Wranglers only 12,937 years ago. Her skills were decent with the interlink, but the minds of the Uriti were still odd to her and she doubted that would ever change. They were people, but their thought processes occurred in brains larger than starships in some cases, making them as different from her as she was from a hamster…but since they were all people, there were similarities to start building upon. The problem was, it was the inferior Humans doing the contact and translation work. 
 
    But Niolla had learned that the superiority of the Uriti wasn’t the same superiority that the Archons had achieved. She was far beyond the Uriti in terms of movement and accomplishment, for they just floated in space and moved around lazily before Star Force had gotten to them, but even now they were lethargic compared to Archons and their superiority was more due to their size and the environment in which they lived, but it was superiority of a form and trying to understand something bigger was far harder than trying to see from the viewpoint of one smaller. 
 
    Her duties as a Wrangler were hit and miss other than watches, and Niolla had learned to take it slow and focus on her Archon training more than the Uriti. Insight into them came erratically, almost as if they were holding back from her until she’d passed their tests, yet neither she nor any of the other Wranglers she’d spoken with had ever been able to confirm that or identify a pattern other than familiarity. The Uriti spoke more with those they were personally familiar with, but the difference was negligible. On the surface it appeared they regarded all of the Wranglers as the same person, and the more trust the Wranglers gained as a group, the more each individual would have, even the new cadets, when they interacted with them. 
 
    But there was subtlety to their interactions, and it was those subtleties that Niolla and others were focused on for gaining greater understanding, for they couldn’t read the Uriti’s minds unless they allowed it, for they were too far away to use their own Ikrid and the Uriti’s minds were so massive she didn’t even have a clue what that would be like…other than an instant passing out on her part. So they had to use the gauntlets and boosters that not only gave them more power and range, but made their telepathy appear Chixonesk to the Originals. She often wondered if that made them sound like Darth Vader rather than what their own telepathic voices would normally have ‘sounded’ like. And even with the smaller Uriti, their ‘voice’ was altered into the Star Force mode used to communicate with their altered programming.  
 
    Right now Niolla was sitting on a padded platform, her legs crossed and eyes closed, with the jewels in the gauntlet on her right arm glowing green in a line that ran from wrist to elbow. The gauntlet was wirelessly connected to the ship and the massive transmitter it contained, and through that device that was also a receiver, Niolla was monitoring the status of the 8 Uriti bathing inside the star. She wasn’t in contact with them on a conscious level, but they had been designed to transmit their status to the Chixzon constantly when prompted to do so and that was how Star Force was able to keep track of them when they dove deep within stars, for the most part. Some black holes were so dense they blocked their telepathy at certain ranges, but here she could still feel them and what they were doing, but unless she talked to them and they agreed to talk back, their minds were shielded from her. 
 
    Had they actually been hamsters she would have been inside their minds and figuring them out the quick way, but the Uriti were gigantic mysteries that had to be nibbled away at slowly, and it was that challenge that had drawn her to become a Wrangler when the others couldn’t get any big answers out of the spacefaring monsters. Now she knew why it was so difficult, but that only drew her to the mystery more. Challenges were candy to the Archons as much as corovon was to the Uriti, and she hadn’t regretted the time she’d spent here. Not once.  
 
    Part of her on-watch duties included monitoring traffic within the system. Public access was denied here and routed to a neighboring system were a few other Uriti were located at the moment, so whenever ships popped in the fleet had to deal with them and the Wranglers were technically in charge, though most of the time they didn’t need to get involved in the intercepts of individual ships who were unwittingly passing through or were trying to sneak a peek in a banned Star Force system. 
 
    But today was not to be a quiet day, and just before Niolla’s hour was up and she switched out with another Wrangler, they began picking up hits on the Dragon’s Tooth sensors Star Force had at the base of the major jumppoints and some of the lesser ones. Those hits didn’t materialize on any other sensors and disappeared at the end of the incoming jumps, for the Dragon’s Tooth technology only worked to detect cloaked ships during the deceleration phase when they were plowing through stellar radiation. 
 
    Many ships were detected, in a long stream entering the system, but before that stream ended the first few voluntarily decloaked as Star Force ships were already racing around stellar orbit to get to the jumppoint even though they couldn’t see them. 
 
    Alarms went off and Niolla’s eyes finally opened as the sensors registered Zak’de’ron ships arraying in defensive position around the jumppoint, ready to hold off the Star Force ships as a huge signature pinged on the Dragon’s Tooth as it came in on its deceleration leg like a comet, only visible on the sensor tech that the Zak’de’ron themselves had given Star Force prior to their falling out. 
 
    A hologram of a Zak’de’ron materialized, but it wasn’t a direct comm channel to Niolla’s ship, rather a message being broadcast to the entire system on a secure Star Force comm channel that the Zak’de’ron weren’t even supposed to know about, ensuring that only high level Star Force personnel would see it. 
 
    “We deliver the Uriti as bargained. It is now fully your responsibility.” 
 
    That short message was all that was delivered just before the massive transport ship decloaked and began to open up…but the Uriti inside, which Niolla quickly identified as Vedrowen, didn’t wait for the technology to peel open and actually broke the ship as it exited, pushing off the interior walls to get outside the IDF field nullifying it’s gravity drives and getting a tentacle clear, from which it pulled itself out and left pieces of Zak’de’ron ship floating in its wake. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Niolla said, ordering her command ship to intercept with a thought as she saw the new Uriti heading straight for the star and her Uriti within it. Its stats, which were relayed to her as she reached out and prompted it to transmit, were horrific. She’d never seen one so battle damaged, physically or mentally, and this one was currently in a rage. It didn’t respond to her ‘voice’ and continued to accelerate towards the star as the other Uriti were frantically bombarding her and the other two Wranglers with questions as to who the new arrival was. 
 
    She explained how the Zak’de’ron were going to deliver them, but they had not informed her of when or where, so she hadn’t told the Uriti. Then she asked if they could talk to Vedrowen for her, because he was ignoring her calls. Her Uriti did better than that, and allowed her to piggyback on their own conversations…with a bit of lag…and she immediately saw a monster. An enraged monster bent on destroying the Uriti, whom it considered to be the same as the Hadarak who had attacked it previously. 
 
    Niolla heard the Uriti trying to explain that they were of the same herd, but the soured state of the new Uriti’s telepathy immediately told her this was the Zak’de’ron’s doing…and the fact that their ships were recloaking and bugging out even as more of their fleet arrived told her they were washing their hands of this mess and dumping it on Star Force’s doorstep. 
 
    Niolla saw all the Uriti heading for one another, those inside the star moving slowly as they pressed through all that stellar material, rising towards space, but all of hers were small compared to the 319 mile wide Vedrowen that looked like a shuriken with 5 thick but flat tentacles that were twirled into a partial circle. 
 
    Another of the Wranglers beat her to the naming of it, officially dubbing it Shuriken, but Niolla was the closest of the three ships so it was her duty to issue the stand down order. The Wrangler closed her eyes again and concentrated hard, ordering only the new Uriti and not the others to hold position. She repeated the order three times, but other than a slight hesitation in its acceleration, Shuriken did not stop approaching the star. 
 
    “What the hell,” she said, trying again and getting the same result, then she broadcast to the other ships. “We have a problem. Get your asses over here now. The override isn’t working.” 
 
    Niolla didn’t wait for their laggy reply and continued to reissue the order as her ship got closer and closer, moving lightning fast compared to the slow Uriti as the first of the smaller ones finally got to the surface. They were all Sivirs, looking like Frisbee discs, but Sivir-Zero was not here with them, meaning they had superior numbers but not mass. Shuriken was larger than them all combined, and even considering the huge patches of unhealed damage on his crumpled chrome body, she didn’t like the odds in the fight that appeared to be coming. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” she said, trying the override again and again, succeeding in only getting a few more navigational twitches as the huge Uriti raced down towards the star. Back off, she told them. Something is not right with him. He is going to attack you. 
 
    The Uriti disagreed, intent on getting to him and helping him, but Niolla knew better. This wasn’t normal Uriti brain activity, even by Chixzon standards. The Zak’de’ron had done something to him, and knowing them they probably hated the idea of the Chixzon being able to come into a system and steal control of the Uriti from them. How had they managed to override the override? And had it backfired on them? Was that why they’d agreed to turn them over to Star Force? 
 
    Thankfully they hadn’t dropped all 3 here and now, and the deal had demanded they deliver them individually so they could be isolated and integrate with the new herds and not reinforce bad habits. But Shuriken had far more than bad habits. He was literally crazed, and Niolla wondered if this wasn’t partly the unintended consequence of having the Uriti fight the Hadarak, whom they considered to be brothers. Did doing so make them crazy? 
 
    He has never seen a Sivir before, Niolla told the Uriti. He thinks you are Hadarak, and he has been fighting Hadarak. He will attack you. You can feel it. Approach slowly and do not enter close range. Agreed? 
 
    The Uriti agreed, knowing she could override them if need be, but such a thing was never used. They got along well enough, and the Wranglers knew not to yank the chain unless absolutely necessary. And now that it appeared that chain had been broken with Shuriken, she was really glad they did have that relationship to fall back on. 
 
    Wait for the others and stay together. If he attacks, run. You are faster. 
 
    The Uriti insisted that wouldn’t be needed, and she hoped they were right, but she had a gut feeling they were blinded by the euphoria of meeting a new Uriti.  
 
    Her ship got between them prior to the arrival, and despite multiple attempts the override was not working as designed…but it was working. She could feel the resistance within Shuriken every time she tried it. Somehow the Zak’de’ron had taught it how to disobey, but not disregard it. The Chixzon had made it so it wasn’t physically possible to disobey, and how this had been managed Niolla had no idea, but the Zak’de’ron were rumored to be more technologically advanced than Star Force, and it looked like they had managed to do the impossible. 
 
    She watched the ranges fall, then as soon as Shuriken hit its outer boundary range…based off of Ancient data…it loosed an energy packet that looked like a water balloon and moved just as slow. The Sivirs were actually able to dodge it, but more followed and suddenly they were perplexed into inaction, and one of them hit. 
 
    The damage was more than anything Niolla had seen before, giving Sivir-5 a nasty sunburn and flaking off the outer layers of its body with the single hit, but not carving out a crater. Emotions flared and the Sivirs became a mess of contradictions, not wanting to strike another Uriti but also with the need to fight back. Niolla cut through the chatter and did use her overrides…which thankfully still worked…and ordered them to fall back towards Farco-928443’s approaching ship as it came around the horizon of the star from the other side. 
 
    Their confusion ended the moment she issued the order, for it gave them a clarity that they could not ignore, but they were hurt emotionally, in addition to 5’s physical damage, but thankfully the other shots missed and Shuriken couldn’t move as fast as the Sivirs could, thanks to their Star Force training. Apparently the Zak’de’ron hadn’t been able to give this Uriti any training, for it was moving even slower than the Ancients had indicated that it could move. That might have been due to some of the battle damage, or because it had grown larger since those times without the proper training to develop additional gravity drives. Either way, it couldn’t catch them so long as they were moving, but there were 9 planets in this system that had infrastructure on them that couldn’t move, not to mention minion armies that could be extermished with Shuriken landing on the planets or just blasting them from space, for while they were not built the same way as Hadarak minions, Niolla doubted this crazed Uriti would care about the difference. 
 
    “Enough of this,” she said to herself as her ship paced the Uriti just outside its firing range and she mentally instructed the captain what needed to follow. Niolla stood up on top of her pedestal in the empty room reserved for the Wranglers when they were in contact with the Uriti. She spread her arms wide and set the air around her to spin, using her Essence to do it as she watched for a reaction. 
 
    And she got one, from all the Uriti, which turned to come towards her. She ordered the Sivirs back on their original tract and felt them resist the order, feeling the conflict of priorities, but they obeyed as expected. Shuriken did not, and its mind disappeared from Niolla’s as it stopped talking to the other Uriti. It appeared its full focus was on her tiny little Essence blip, so small that it shouldn’t have mattered given the other 8 Uriti out there, but something about Essence was totally abhorrent to the Hadarak and the Uriti, making them single-minded in its location and destruction.  
 
    “Good…good,” Niolla said, seeing it chasing her ship, but she couldn’t keep up the Essence use for a prolonged period of time. She tested it by stopping, and Shuriken continued to pursue until the other Uriti’s telepathic presence got its attention again and it turned back. Niolla pulsed her Essence again, this time briefer, and like clockwork Shuriken turned and came after her ship as it moved away from the star almost as fast as the Uriti could move, keeping it out of weapons range but close enough to feel that it was catching them…as impossible as that was without minions to intercept and drag them down. 
 
    How long can you keep this up? another Wrangler asked her telepathically from inside the ship, for she was the only one of them in this system that possessed Essence skills.  
 
    Not long enough. You have any ideas? 
 
    Buy time and get it as far away from everything as you can. 
 
    That’s the plan for now. You hooked in? 
 
    Yeah, we all are. Shuriken is messed the fuck up and I don’t think the babies are going to be able to stand him down. 
 
    I’m not sure the originals could either, but we need one here. 
 
    I’ll send the message, but it’ll take a few days at minimum to get PowPow here. Can you hold out that long? 
 
    Probably not. Depends how much time I can stretch in between pulses.  
 
    Maybe he’ll take the hint and get fixated on the ship itself. 
 
    Only if we’re lucky. What do you make of that damage? 
 
    We were just talking about that. It doesn’t all look natural.  
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    Best theory is that the Zak’de’ron used their weaponry to attack it and left permanent scar marks. Could be how they got it to hate the Hadarak, if they impersonated them somehow. Could be a brainwashing technique or a nanite delivery system. But it doesn’t look like Hadarak minion damage, and so far none of the big ones have shown energy weapons. 
 
    Niolla cringed. If the Hadarak had energy-weapon carrying versions buried in the Core somewhere to bring out later this apocalypse would turn into a super apocalypse in short order.  
 
    Any idea why it hasn’t healed? 
 
    Maybe a lingering poison. Nothing we have encountered before. We’re working on it, but I think it’s easy to guess that Shuriken is permanently pissed off. 
 
    I would be too, Niolla admitted. Just get his brother here. Hopefully age will offer some wisdom in dealing with him.  
 
    And if not? 
 
    Then we’re going to have to come up with something. In the meantime, start evacuating the planets and permanent stations. If he goes on a rampage, we don’t want to have wished we got them out now and didn’t.  
 
    We’ll take care of it. Just keep the shiny object thing going. 
 
    As long as I can, Niolla promised, pulsing her Essence briefly as she felt Shuriken start to turn away again. 
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    June 5, 128483 
 
    Kong Island System (Uriti Preserve #4) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Matti-2548 stood onboard her command ship’s bridge rather than in the protective chamber she normally used to contact the Uriti as the ship came out of its jump into the Kong Island System. The Wrangler was sitting in a chair that doubled as a command nexus, giving her full interlink into the combat systems as she searched for updates and active sensor signals to get up to speed on what was happening in the system with a Uriti on the loose. 
 
    Without it responding to the override things could get very bad, and Matti soon saw that it was worse than she had imagined. There were destroyed structures across the system, two sections of planets that had their surface tore up from burrowing, and worse yet the Sivirs stationed here were all showing significant battle damage while the new one, tagged as Shuriken, was barely scratched. 
 
    “What the hell,” she whispered, downloading the battle logs from the battlemap and reviewing what happened. “Where are you?” 
 
    Active sensors couldn’t tell her that, but once she got a few bounces from far off relays that hadn’t been trashed, she saw that the Uriti was on the other side of the star continuing to chase the Sivirs as they led it away from the planets, though obviously that hadn’t always worked. Something was seriously wrong with this Uriti, and with Riley and the other trailblazers off dealing with the Hadarak, this problem was hers to handle…well, hers and PowPow’s. The Uriti was in a transport alongside her command ship and the other 5 warships that were escorting it on the short single hop between star systems, but unlike his brother he wasn’t busting out of the ship to get after the others. 
 
    Matti signaled him through her gauntlet, indicating that they were going to move around the star prior to releasing him, which would save time since the Uriti couldn’t move as fast as the transport could, but even before they got line of sight on Shuriken Matti got a warning from PowPow that the other Uriti was sick. She inquired as to how and got a flurry of Uriti mental flashes, most of which she didn’t understand, but she got the gist of it. Shuriken was crazed, and it was something the Uriti had never seen before, yet somehow they knew exactly what was wrong. 
 
    Trouble was, how to fix it wasn’t in their genetic memories, and as Matti picked up the reports from Niolla and others, she realized that the Sivirs didn’t understand what was going on. She asked Shuriken why they wouldn’t, and he responded with a record of his isolation, which they lacked, but the Archon didn’t understand why that was relevant, though it was the primary difference between them other than size and age. 
 
    “Ok, so how are we going to do this?” she said, with the bridge crew knowing she wasn’t speaking directly to them, but rather herself or PowPow. Doing double duty linked to the gauntlet and the battlemap system left one so distracted they often talked out their mental conversations, so bridge crews who had Wranglers that worked off that location had gotten used to the ramblings and knew pretty well when they were being addressed directly and when they weren’t, for normally they’d get their orders through the battlemap rather than vocally. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t like it either, but we gotta smack some sense into him. Ok then,” she whispered, then glanced over at the Bsidd Captain. “Battle stations.” 
 
    The insect-like mess of limbs and nubs nodded its triangular head and got the crew up to speed using his own interface into the linked computer systems along with vocal commands as Matti tuned him out and turned her attention to her Uriti.  
 
    “You sure about this? It’s gonna get nasty.” 
 
    The Uriti’s displeasure was only surpassed by the singleness of purpose emanating from its massive mind. This had to be done, and the damage to the smaller Sivirs was something that could not be forgiven. Uriti did not fight Uriti…that was a fundamental of the herd and why they did not wish to fight the Hadarak, but the fight here had already been started. Now PowPow was going to finish it. 
 
    When they got around the curvature of the star Matti released the Uriti well before they got within firing range, giving the triangular monster plenty of time to get free of the transport as the Sivirs raced to him with Shuriken following at a distance. The small Frisbees flew in between the three spheres of PowPow’s body that were linked by two large stalks that left one side of the triangle missing. There was enough room in the middle of his body to fit all the Sivirs, but they ran by and exchanged some lighting discharges between them as they passed information and some things that Star Force hadn’t fully discovered after all these thousands of years, but they knew it was some form of healing and the little Sivirs needed a lot of it now. 
 
    “Alright, buddy, this guy has no training and no speed. Let’s give him a lesson,” Matti said as she entered into a semi-battlemeld with the Uriti. It was something they’d practiced a lot, almost letting her remote control him in that she would recommend very precise actions and incorporate the Uriti’s biotelemetry into her own mind as he constantly transmitted it. He had to let her in, and she couldn’t take control even with the overrides in such a precise fashion, but when they worked as a team their efficiency skyrocketed and the Archon knew far more about combat than the Uriti ever could, so it was a mutually beneficial arrangement. 
 
    Shuriken fired as soon as he got into long range, sending blobs of energy out beyond PowPow’s own range as the two continued to fly towards one another. But PowPow was one of the handful of Uriti that the Chixzon had given energy shields, and a huge semi-transparent barrier appeared just in front of the forward sphere onto which the blue energy blobs splattered like water balloons and cascaded backwards around the curved perimeter before flying off into space where they gradually dissipated. 
 
    “Ha. Bet he didn’t expect that,” she cheered, sensing increased rage from Shuriken, for while he wouldn’t talk to the other Wranglers he was in contact with PowPow as both were essentially trash talking each other in their own way. “Charge up.” 
 
    PowPow had many different types of weaponry, which was partly why it had been given its name, but the other part was the primary weapon that was a very near match to Jumat, at least in its effect, and on Matti’s order a sheen began to form over the forward sphere and deepen like an ocean forming as more incoming fire deflected off the shield that was just beyond it.  
 
    “Close,” she said as he wondered how best to approach this. “We need to shake him up more than damage him. He’s in a daze, so let’s knock him out of it quickly. Give me as much as you can.” 
 
    Had they more time to prepare the amount of charge PowPow could gather was almost limitless. He could charge for four and a half hours before his ability to hold it weakened to the point of unwilling release. They only had minutes here, but that would be enough for one hell of a kick, especially when they closed to pointblank range.  
 
    The Uriti didn’t have retractable tentacles like the Hadarak did, and Matti wasn’t sure why the Chixzon had removed them from the design, but they did still have grapple fields, and as they got close and took several laser-like hits from shorter ranged weaponry, she felt through PowPow as the grapple field attached to his body and pulled him closer even as he was accelerating into the collision. 
 
    “Hold…hold…hold…and…now!” she yelled on the bridge, even though their ship was well behind the two Uriti playing chicken. Nobody turned to look at her, and her mind was in PowPow’s position, but the ship was already moving into firing range along with the other warships as the collision occurred. 
 
    PowPow released his concussion blast a few seconds before they physically hit, jolting Shuriken then physically slamming into him for a second jolt top on, for Shuriken had not been approaching laterally, but rather from the flat top section. His massive arms flexed backwards from the contact as he went limp and bounced off PowPow like one basketball hitting and bouncing off another…though it was Shuriken that recoiled and went flying backwards while PowPow more or less stayed put as his forward momentum was blunted. 
 
    Both Uriti were shaken by the impact, but Shuriken was worse and Matti wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. All her drones flew into danger range, taking no return fire during the shell-shocked moment, and fired a massive amount of missiles that streaked in and peppered the huge surface of Shuriken with tiny pinpricks that did no damage…but they did deliver sedative to the surface, and it began to rapidly soak into the ultra-hard flesh and work its way throughout the Uriti’s body as it struggled to right itself after the double whammy it just took. 
 
    “Now we wait,” she told PowPow as he put back up what part of his shields remained. They were recharging, but slowly, especially considering how much energy he had forced into his concussion wave. Everything else would be low on power because of it, but that was ok, because they weren’t going to press the attack. That would just work against the sedative. Instead they were going to hold position, shields up, and take whatever tantrum Shuriken was going to throw as they talked to/taunted him. 
 
    The main point was, they weren’t going to act like an enemy would, jumping on the moment of weakness. When one was crazed they expected certain reactions and essentially had blinders on their mind that wouldn’t let them reason in words, but if their expectations shifted it would force a shift in their mindset, for the crazed grew crazier the more pressure you put on them. The disruption Shuriken just took should have caused a mental reset, more or less, but the craze wasn’t gone and the return fire came immediately, though at a slower rate. 
 
    “Such a newb,” Matti said, with PowPow translating her words while carrying on a running conversation of his own. Such was an advantage of having a brain the size of a starship. “If we wanted you dead you would be. You are our brother, start acting like it!” 
 
    Whether it was her comment or PowPow’s Matti didn’t know, but Shuriken responded by citing only the other two Uriti he knew of were his brothers, and they stood together against all else. The galaxy was against them, and they would never submit. 
 
    “Don’t submit, just stop shooting. You’re safe here,” Matti said, and PowPow translated, but he assured her that wasn’t going to work. The madness was too great. The only way he could help Shuriken was by some method Matti wasn’t aware of, but it required getting real close and the sedative was barely starting to take effect. 
 
    PowPow informed her that the craze might be enough to keep the sedative from fully working, so he was going to have to risk the closeness to save his brother, but he asked for her opinion, already knowing from the Sivirs that they had misjudged Shuriken and gotten hurt by it, so he wanted the Archon’s advice. 
 
    “Let it take effect first, as much as it can. Why did they bring you here?” she asked through PowPow, sending a mental image of the Zak’de’ron ships…and the vile that returned shocked both her and her Uriti. Shuriken hated them more than anything, and he spewed out so many painful images that it was too much for her to process, but PowPow absorbed it all and spoon fed it to her as fast as she could handle, with her realizing just what the Dragons had done to get the Uriti to obey them. 
 
    “Ok, buddy. Please don’t shoot me. I gotta use my Essence for this. When he’s distracted, get in close and do what you gotta do. Remember, focus on him, not me. I know it’s hard for you, but you gotta do it. I can’t focus in two places. I’m going to make him hear me. You have to ignore me, ok?” 
 
    PowPow basically said ‘no promises’ and Matti had the captain pull their ship far away from both Uriti just in case, then she stood up and actually floated into the air as she disconnected from the Uriti link and her gauntlet lights went from green to red. Her hair went blonde, indicating that she was activating her super saiyan mode and making her mind hyper-process far beyond what her Sav could naturally do, and she was going to need all of it for the telepathic manipulation she was about to engage in. 
 
    With practice she had learned to contact the Uriti absent the Chixzon transmitter, but it required a lot of power to get the necessary range. The Essence effect made sure the Uriti would not ignore her, no matter how small she was, but boosting it enough required a supreme effort and precise control, for this wasn’t a brute force sort of thing. 
 
    The air around her began to swirl a bit, then everything dropped dead silent as the air began to chill and frost formed on her body, the chair beneath her, and slowly spread out across the bridge a few inches at a time as she summoned up so much Essence that she couldn’t help but draw in heat energy from around her as a side effect. 
 
    You will hear me, she said in a commanding tone, imbued with Essence, and you will listen. 
 
    As expected, Shuriken immediately turned towards her ship, completely forgetting about PowPow, but she didn’t know how he was responding. Her full attention was on making contact with the one Uriti to the exclusion of all else. 
 
    You do not harm your brothers. You have been forced to do so and you have become lost to it. You will submit to the herd and join it. You are lost no more. And those that did this to you will not return. Your mind will be freed, she said, focusing hard as she was doing more than just talking to him, but rather trying to hack his mind directly using her Essence. And you will take back your sanity. 
 
    It wasn’t enough and she knew it, but Matti had succeeded in driving a spike into the brainwashing that the Dragons had done to him, breaking open a hole and allowing him to see clearly for just a moment before it slammed back shut again…but that was enough for him to stand down, thoroughly confused, and with the sedation beginning to sap his angered state. 
 
    Then PowPow slammed into him. Not a fast collision, nor a bounce, but he locked on and stuck to him with a cascade of the healing lighting arcing off all three orbs of his body and shocking Shuriken over and over again as Matti lost her connection as her Essence dragged so low she had to pull it back and shut down, else she risked killing herself. 
 
    Her mind came back to her body and her surroundings, with her dropping to the floor that was now covered with snow. She looked around, seeing that the bridge crew were covered with a thin film but had not moved from their posts as they kept the ship moving and out of range of the Uriti, though the Bsidd captain looked hilariously like a Christmas ornament as he stood next to his holographic displays and reflected the light coming off of them. 
 
    “Oops, sorry guys,” she said as a red drop fell from her nose and disrupted the pure white coating on the floor. More followed, then Matti realized she’d pushed farther than she should have. 
 
    “Shit,” she said, sitting down and activating her non-Essence healing abilities to start repairing the damage to her nose, and more importantly her brain, that the telepathic boost had caused her. She’d never tried anything that intense before, and as the pressure in her head cleared she was very grateful that she was able to pull herself back from the brink before she suffered any permanent brain damage or memory loss. 
 
    “It’s working,” the captain informed her. “Shuriken is calming down.” 
 
    Matti glanced up at the holographic displays, her head too fragged to try the battlemap connection, and she saw the two Uriti still locked together, but the sedative effect was increasing rather than decreasing from the contact as PowPow was somehow slowly putting the other Uriti to sleep. 
 
    “Dani, take over. I need to heal,” she told the other junior Wrangler on the bridge with her. 
 
    “Obviously,” the second Archon said as her gauntlet shifted from red to yellow, then finally to green as she made contact with PowPow and explained Matti’s current situation. “He says he’s got Shuriken under control, but the damage previously done to him is massive. He wants to know how soon we can leave and kill the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “Much later,” Matti said, understanding his feelings. “We have to bring Shuriken into the herd first. Tell him there are two others that are probably just as bad, and we need to know everything he can tell us so we can let the others know what to do in the other Preserves when they arrive, if they haven’t already.” 
 
    “Got it. Go take a nap. I’ll wake you if things go bad.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Matti said, laying down on the melting snow as the environmental controls began to warm the bridge back up rapidly. “Keep the little ones away, just in case,” she said, then slipped into a deep healing trance, grateful for the bliss of inactivity that even her Saiyan cells couldn’t argue with. 
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    Her nap didn’t last long, for her healing abilities were far greater than that of a normal Human, and within a couple hours Matti got back on her feet and up to speed with what had happened while she was out. The fighting mode Shuriken had been in was gone, and now it seemed he was in crying mode. 
 
    Dani-740117 was still in contact with PowPow, and through him she was getting too much information to explain to Matti, so the other Archon realigned her mind to the necessary framework to activate her gauntlet and listened in to the tantrums that the damaged Uriti was throwing as it talked to PowPow. It was much like a messed up Human, but with a very different vibe that left Matti confused while somewhat understanding that this was the first stage of withdrawal from an abusive relationship. 
 
    It seemed the Zak’de’ron had hurt it prior to the Hadarak, but in a way that made Shuriken and the others think that they were saving them. It took Matti a while to understand, and when she finally did it made her jaw drop. Somehow the Zak’de’ron had actually managed to get inside the head of the Uriti and alter its memories…not its genetics…and that had caused it to go manic. Fighting the Hadarak had allowed them to focus its internal discord against an exterior target as a sort of relief valve to the point where they had to fight just to keep their sanity. 
 
    PowPow’s healing effect had done something to shake Shuriken free, and now the broken Uriti was beginning to melt down in depression rather than aggression, which was something Star Force had never dealt with before.  
 
    “I’m amazed the Zak’de’ron were able to pull that off,” Matti commented to Dani. “And I’m so pissed they would be this sloppy.” 
 
    “I think they gave him to us because they were nearing the point of losing control.” 
 
    “I agree. They underestimated how much their genetic programing rules them, and forcing them into combat with his brothers had to rip him apart inside. That sort of shoddy mind raiding isn’t sustainable long term.” 
 
    “Are we going to dock their pay?” Dani asked, half serious. 
 
    “No. We’ll honor the deal, but we’ll settle with them later, somehow. We’re not going to forget this.” 
 
    “Even the Chixzon took better care of them.” 
 
    “That’s a low bar to not get over,” Matti said as she tried to get a better handle on Shuriken’s tantrums. “You think PowPow can handle this?” 
 
    “He’s not letting him go. He’s got his grapples in hard and at an angle that Shuriken can’t use his tentacles to pry himself loose. He’s worried about him too, but also very protective. He’s got the Sivirs on patrol and I didn’t suggest otherwise. They’re taking Shuriken’s current state as an affront to all the Uriti rather than taking the damage he did to them personally.” 
 
    “Well that’s good. We don’t want the herd having issues.” 
 
    “What exactly did you do earlier?” 
 
    “Shouted really loud with my Essence voice.” 
 
    “Headache?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. It’s still ringing. I can’t do that again anytime soon.” 
 
    “But what did you do to him?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, but it disrupted him.” 
 
    “Any use against the Hadarak?” 
 
    “I doubt it. I think I just got his attention and broke his rage blind. Beyond that I’m just guessing.” 
 
    “Worth following up later. I already sent a message to the other Preserves. Maybe they’ll get it before they deliver the other two.” 
 
    “If they’re as bad as Shuriken is, I don’t think they’ll want to hang onto them any longer than necessary. I’m just glad the trailblazers insisted on them being individually delivered. All three of them here together would have been a disaster…” 
 
      
 
    18 days later… 
 
      
 
    Mexen-11899 was exhausted, as were the other three Wranglers that were also Neos, for they had been taunting Bulmuthal around the Ikerio System in Uriti Preserve #3 as long as they could, but when all of them had exhausted their Essence diversions the mad Uriti had returned to pursuing the 16 smaller Bahamuts, Namis, and Squiddys as they ran ahead of it. So far they’d avoided serious combat, but Bulmuthal had ignored every stand down order it had been given up until Mexen had the genius idea to order it to attack the minions on the third planet. 
 
    That was an order it had accepted, diverting away from the faster Uriti and heading towards the targets that couldn’t get away from it. The Wardens had already been removed from the planet, along with everyone else that they could communicate with, and Mexen had deliberately targeted areas of the planet where there were no native lifeforms…but that short list was diminishing rapidly as Bulmuthal set in orbit and bombarded the planet where Mexen ordered him to. 
 
    The minions were not alive, for they were Uriti minions and not Hadarak ones. The former were empty biological machines far less efficient than the original minions, but the Chixzon had not wanted living beings that could ignore orders, so Mexen wasn’t executing people with this diversion. What he was trying to do was get Bulmuthal used to following his override orders, but so far whenever he added one in to reposition away from the planet it was momentarily followed…then the door slammed on him and the Uriti returned to the bombardment. 
 
    It felt like the Uriti was mentally jumping the track whenever he did so, which meant the override wasn’t working right, but he wasn’t entirely ignoring it. He shouldn’t have been able to at all, but somehow this messed up Uriti was managing it and Mexen had to get him under control. He speculated that his crazed state might be somehow allowing him to override the override, but this was new territory for Star Force, for up until now no Uriti had ever ignored an override order, and it was speculated that they could not. Though today had proven that assumption woefully wrong. 
 
    Bulmuthal wasn’t talking to him, so all he had to go on was the status signals that had been hard programed into him to broadcast whenever prompted to do so. What Mexen was seeing was horrific. One piece of his net-like body was completely missing and the stumps where it had started to regrow looked like they had been chewed on. The Wrangler could understand how your mental state went whacky when you lost a limb, for he’d lost his left hand early in his life. It had been sheered right off as an aerial craft crashed on top of him during combat with the lizards.  
 
    His mind had gone into a sort of shock mode where he barely felt it initially…or rather he didn’t realize he was feeling it. He had been focused on the moment and doing what was necessary, but once his mind had begun to slow down the pain kicked in…and it felt like Bulmuthal hadn’t yet slowed down. How the Zak’de’ron had managed to transport him was beyond Mexen, for the Uriti would literally not stand still and do nothing, with the only override orders being accepted were those that involved action. 
 
    So Mexen tried something a little different. He gave bombardment orders against the minions…which looked a lot like the Hadarak ones it had been fighting recently…while simultaneously ordering Bulmuthal to move sideways around orbit. Thankfully that worked, and little by little he got Bulmuthal used to accepting his movement overrides so long as they came with firing orders. 
 
    Before he ran out of barren wastelands to bombard, he tried a repositioning order to the 4th planet along with a bombardment order there. He felt major conflict within the Uriti, thinking it wouldn’t take it, but at the very last it ceased fire and accelerated at the maximum speed Bulmuthal could manage, jumping across the void of space towards the other planet. 
 
    Mexen let out a sigh of relief as his command ship followed. He was starting to get control, but he was having to learn the rules as he went. Hopefully as the Uriti accepted more and more orders it liked it would diminish its ability to blind itself to the ones it did not. But there were only so many minions in the system, and Mexen did not want to bombard places where they cohabitated with primitive lifeforms. Those he could not order to evacuate, so he had to get Bulmuthal somewhere else that he could blast things apart, and the obvious choice was the obstacle courses. 
 
    He didn’t dare try it yet. He let Bulmuthal destroy a lot of minions on the 4th planet before sending him out to the 5th. After he put him through a lot of minor modifications to the attack patterns and got no resistance to them, he finally tried a reposition order to the nearest obstacle course with an attack order on one of the targets. 
 
    There were no minions there, so he felt considerable resistance, but an attack was an attack and Bulmuthal accepted it on the second command. When he did so he accepted it fully, and the internal conflict disappeared as he once again had something to shoot, and the time taken to get there seemed to not be an issue so long as he was straining his gravity drives for speed and then deceleration. He did not coast at all, and Mexen assumed that passivity would have been too much to handle, but at least there was no one to be killed in the obstacle course. 
 
    Next came the hard part, and that was ordered a low level strike against the first target sphere. Bulmuthal did not fully comply, and after a few shots it was destroyed. Mexen sent him straight to another one, ignoring the pylons that he suspected Bulmuthal would not bother flying around, and he destroyed 4 more before finally reducing his firepower down enough to score a hit without overloading the shields. 
 
    Mexen kept him there firing at it, then ordered him to assault it and a pylon at the same time. That seemed to help with the internal resistance, for it was doing more while forcing him to split focus. The pylon was destroyed in short order, then Mexen had him move further along the obstacle course and do more of the same, wrecking most of it, but teaching the Uriti as he moved to accept his commands and through that newfound synergy, calm down a little.  
 
    It was also exhausting the Uriti, and after 6 days of constant moving or firing, Mexen saw a massive shift in Bulmuthal’s stats and the Wrangler gave him another stand down order, which he accepted and came to a stop…not firing or moving, merely drifting in space through another obstacle course and colliding with only a couple of pylons as his current heading would take him beyond it and into the void as he essentially sat breathing too heavily to think of anything else. 
 
    Mexen stayed with him, and after a few hours the Uriti finally responded to his telepathic inquiries. It wasn’t much at first, but as the Uriti slowly recovered some strength, Mexen felt the fear and plea for help. Bulmuthal didn’t know what to do and needed guidance now that the Zak’de’ron were not here. The override orders occurred in a way that Bulmuthal had not experienced since before his long sleep, and he had come to depend on the mental connection to the Zak’de’ron…which Mexen gladly replaced with his own, bolstered by that of the other Wranglers, and the synergy between them all seemed to work even better, making Mexen think the Zak’de’ron used tandem telepathic connections. 
 
    So they took turns, giving a few of the 238 Wranglers in the system breaks to sleep while the others worked together to maintain a chorus of mental activity to keep Bulmuthal distracted and passive. They talked and talked and talked, having to learn a lot of vocabulary as they went, but Bulmuthal was no longer holding back and eventually the Wranglers had one of the other Uriti join in the conversation.  
 
    A quick reflex attack mode ensued, but the override held this time and Bulmuthal let it go, still too exhausted to make a significant effort of it, plus his ire was not so high after receiving several monster cubes of material to snack on, underscoring that the ships nearby were friendly rather than enemies. 
 
    It was a tenuous hold, but Bulmuthal was stable and not throwing any temper tantrums at the moment. Time was finally an ally, and they had all the time in the galaxy to deal with this so long as Bulmuthal didn’t start shooting stuff again without permission.  
 
    By the time word of the other two Uriti made it to the system, the smaller ones here were actually on good terms with Bulmuthal and he was accepting of their presence, though still jittery and unsure what they were. He had only seen two other Uriti before, and they weren’t exactly like the Hadarak, but the Wranglers had convinced him that they were not, in fact, Hadarak. They obviously weren’t the same as him or the other two schooled by the Zak’de’ron, but they were ‘big people’ and they weren’t shooting at him, and that was something new enough to keep Bulmuthal in ‘wait and see’ mode.  
 
    Through the other Uriti the Wranglers got their perspective on Bulmuthal’s state, in addition to what the Uriti was sharing directly. He was wounded physically, but his mind was also damaged, deliberately so, Mexen guessed, by the Zak’de’ron as some means of controlling him.  
 
    That damage wasn’t going to be healed anytime soon, and even when Bahamut Zero eventually arrived 4 months later to work his magic on him, it was clear that Bulmuthal was broken inside. The other Uriti feared it was permanent, but the Mexen and the other Wranglers reminded them that they liked a challenge, and they would find a way to help fix Bulmuthal…whom they renamed Gridy after its net-like shape…though the Uriti itself had never known either name before. 
 
    It was a slow process, but through training Gridy began to make progress where sitting and doing nothing would have just preserved the damage. Forcing him to adapt and grow was the key, and with the other Uriti around to help guide him through the training on the now repaired obstacle courses, Gridy had a mission he could pour his attention into as a way of avoiding the pain within. 
 
    Mexen had done something similar after his hand had been regrown with a Kich’a’kat, but inside him he was still damaged for a long time. Training had let him have moments away from it, but it had taken him nearly 2 years before the trauma was completely gone. 
 
    What had happened to Gridy, either from the Zak’de’ron, the combat with the Hadarak, or the sedation by the Ancients…or who knew what happened before that during the galactic war…it was all something he had to process through and not just numb up and conceal. Mexen knew this was going to be a long process, and they had to keep him moving and adapting. Sitting and thinking was not enough, and would actually be a detriment, because you couldn’t change the past by thinking. You had to get new memories to override the old, new experiences to consume your thoughts with, and gain a mission that replaced continually replaying past events over and over again in your mind. 
 
    Mexen’s experience losing his hand helped greatly, and he was eventually tasked as Mexen’s primary handler given his unique insight…not so much because he had lost a limb, but because it had affected him so badly and he had to go through a long but successful recovery. Other Archons more badass than him had lost arms and legs and had been mentally fine about it after they were regrown. He envied them that, for he hadn’t been able to put it aside so fast, but the experience he’d gained from being a weak ass was actually helpful here, for Gridy was having to go through something similar, though vastly more complicated. 
 
    And Mexen had pledged to stay with him through it, no matter how many years or centuries it took. Gridy was far older than him or any of the other Archons, and the only one of his kind. He was worth saving, even as a war for galactic survival raged on. And before it concluded, one way or another, Gridy would heal and Star Force would have yet another ally on their side. 
 
    At least that was the plan. There were never any guarantees, and despite the fact that Mexen considered himself a weak ass for how slowly he adapted to his injury, he was in fact a badass as all the Archons were, and the Uriti were not, so this was probably going to take a longer time to get through than he realized. If at all. For healing was not always automatic. Sometimes it required bravery to break through the self-imposed barricades trying to protect you from further damage. 
 
    And if Gridy couldn’t find that bravery on his own, Mexen was determined to use all the guile he had to trick him into it, for sometimes those with less will power needed a little kick in the ass to get the ball rolling…giant space monsters included. 
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    July 25, 128483 
 
    Ba’al System (Uriti Preserve #5) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Ryen-7117 said as the Zak’de’ron carrier opened up and deposited the Uriti known as Shunudrel into the system, then turned tail and ran in a hurry. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Ellie-999238 asked. 
 
    “Has to be,” he told his apprentice/wrangler cadet as the Zak’de’ron ships quickly disappeared under cloak, including the massive transport ship, as Shunudrel drifted in place with a massive object sticking out of its X-shaped body that obviously wasn’t supposed to be there. “Why the hell didn’t they pull it out?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s stuck,” Ellie offered, looking through her gauntlet interlink more than the holograms as she stood next to the veteran Wrangler inside their protective nook onboard the Star Force command ship.  
 
    “Uh oh,” Ryen said as he tried to signal the Uriti to move position using the override…and it didn’t move at all. “He’s not responding to commands.” 
 
    Ellie frowned. “Has that ever happened before?” 
 
    “No, but the Zak’de’ron have been fighting with them, so I assume they used some sort of control mechanism. The question is what.” 
 
    “Sonic is coming out.” 
 
    Wait, Ryen told the Uriti as he was heading on a direct path to Shunudrel while the other smaller Uriti were less enthusiastic and crawling away from the star or the obstacle courses they were currently working. Something isn’t right. 
 
    He is wounded, Sonic told the Wrangler in a mix of images and feelings rather than words. We must remove the Hadarak tentacle. 
 
    He is not responding to commands. That shouldn’t be possible. I suspect some sort of tampering by the Zak’de’ron. Do not assume he will respond normally. 
 
    The object must be removed, Sonic insisted. 
 
    Can you do it, or do we need mooring beams? 
 
    I can attach to it and pull it free. 
 
    If he lets you. Be wary, he does not feel right. 
 
    He is injured. 
 
    I think it’s more than physical. His mind does not feel right to me. He isn’t shielding against my view, but something is wrong. 
 
    He is injured, Sonic repeated as if Ryen was dense. 
 
    Approach with caution, the Wrangler finally said rather than ordering him to stand down. I have a bad feeling about this. 
 
    We will heal him, Sonic promised, but the more information Ryen got from the new Uriti the more he didn’t like this. The override was hard wired into their biology. He shouldn’t be able to ignore it, though it had always been theorized that the Uriti could learn to eventually. It made no sense for the Zak’de’ron to teach them to do that, and it was beginning to appear more likely that they broke this Uriti and just dumped it on them…meaning it could go hostile at any moment, especially if it mistook Sonic for a Hadarak. 
 
    Unfortunately his worry proved true, for when Sonic was on approach, Shunudrel broke out of its stagnation and began to accelerate towards the other Uriti as the Star Force command ship and small fleet of other vessels paced it outside the weapons’ range the Ancients had indicated this Uriti possessed. But when Sonic crossed into that range a cascade of lightning began to swirl around Shunudrel, then a massive bolt shot out from between two of the X-prongs and smashed into the swirl of thick tentacles that was Sonic. 
 
    And it wasn’t healing lightning, for he could feel the damage done to the Uriti…and it wasn’t light. Normally Uriti weaponry couldn’t do much damage to their own super-hard skin, but this one did and Ryen didn’t know why. Could this be an anti-Uriti Uriti? That made no sense from the Chixzon point of view, but whatever that weapon really was it did far more damage to the Yeg’gor type skin that Sonic possessed. 
 
    Told you. Back out of range. You should be faster than him, Ryen said, but did not order with an override as he sensed confusion as well as pain within Sonic. The Uriti took a second hit as he lazily adjusted course and began to climb away, but his speed wasn’t that much greater and it took time to get some more distance between them after negating their closing velocity. 
 
    “We can’t do anything about that tentacle until he calms down,” Ellie pointed out. “And if that’s what’s pissing him off…what do we do?” 
 
    “We figure it out,” Ryen said as he bit his lip. He was in mental contact with the bridge, and he’d already unnecessarily told them to stay out of weapons range, but they were going to have to get really close to use the mooring beams, and if Sonic couldn’t get near him then there was no way they were going to be able to, for Shunudrel had plenty of point defense weaponry that would shred a drone fleet. 
 
    “It won’t dissolve in the star, will it?” 
 
    “I assume he’s already been in a star, and based off the cauterization I’d say it’s melted all it’s going to.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see that now. How do we get this guy to stop thinking Sonic is a Hadarak?” 
 
    “Maybe he can talk him down. I’m still worried about his ability to ignore orders.” 
 
    “Could that spread to the others?” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that, but if one of the smaller ones take a hit from that weapon it could kill them. Do you see the holes in Sonic?” 
 
    “Punched right through,” she agreed. 
 
    “Not punched. Melted. Nothing in the Ancient database said this weapon was more potent than the others, so it may have a unique property against Yeg’gor.” 
 
    “So why would the Zak’de’ron give him to us?” 
 
    “Maybe he shot them.” 
 
    “Then how did they get him here?” 
 
    “Very good question. He’s not reading any sedation…it has to be mental. They figured out some way to mentally influence him, and they probably screwed up the override in the process.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Maybe numbing them to it. I doubt they could reprogram them biologically. Not with their resistance. It’s got to be a mental thing.” 
 
    “How do we undo that?” 
 
    “We have to get inside his head.” 
 
    “We can’t do that.” 
 
    “I know. So we work it through indirect methods. A little cranial recalibration.” 
 
    “We hit him with an asteroid?” 
 
    “No, we use the Uriti.” 
 
    “And ram him?” 
 
    Ryen frowned, glancing to his right and away from the readouts for a moment. “No.” 
 
    “Then what did you mean.” 
 
    “Watch and learn,” he said, having a discussion with Sonic that Ellie was able to listen in to, then when they agreed on how to proceed they brought the other 28 Uriti in the system in on it as well. All of them were small ones, but they had telepathy too, and they needed to beat the drums as loud as possible. 
 
    “Here goes,” Ryen said, giving Sonic the go ahead as he raced ahead of Shunudrel just fast enough that no catch could be made, but the other Uriti wouldn’t peel off, seemingly obsessed with attacking him again. 
 
    Sonic lived up to his name in a different fashion than ever intended. Rather than spinning and smashing stuff with a kinetic attack, he began transmitting telepathic pulses so loud and strong it was as if he was yelling…but in a deliberate cadence. Soon the other Uriti began responding and mimicking it until the entire system was singing in rhythm, though the lag threw it off. The overlapping ‘pings’ constantly changed as the distances between the Uriti shrunk, then when all the small ones reached Sonic and clustered around his huge body, they were finally in sync. 
 
    And loud. It was beginning to give Ryen trouble even when he didn’t listen in using his gauntlet. The telepathic pulses were being felt by everyone in the system, with the nearby ships getting the worst of it. Had he not had an Ikrid block he would have passed out by now…or been enthralled by the pulses. Thankfully Star Force had been able to develop additional countermeasures to such things, and soon the bridge crew kicked in a shield modification that dampened, though didn’t entirely stop, the telepathic signals from getting to the crew. 
 
    Soon Ryen and Ellie were both reflexively mimicking the beats. Two repetitive ones then a slightly different yet equally loud one to follow. Two then one. Two then one. Boom, boom, clap. Boom boom, clap. That was what Ryen had instructed the Uriti to do, and soon Shunudrel began responding in kind, mimicking the hypnotic rhythm, and then the Wrangler urged Sonic to drift back into the edge of weapons range. 
 
    When he did Shunudrel did not fire, and Ryen told him to hold there and not push much further. Then they changed the rythmn. Three booms followed by a clap…and Shunudrel altered his to match. They went through several variations, drawing the Uriti together in mimicry, then Ryen tried the stand down order again…but it failed. Instead Shunudrel began a dialog with Sonic rather than ignoring him, and from there things slowly improved, all the while the rhythm continued, providing the link that reinforced that these were not Hadarak, rather they were Uriti like Shunudrel, and the natural herd-behavior they all exhibited was being drawn out and used to link them, though tenuously, together. 
 
    It took days, but eventually Shunudrel allowed Sonic closer in an attempt to remove the tentacle imbedded into his side. The two huge Uriti came close together and Ryen could feel Sonic using his grapple field to pull on the exposed part of the tentacle that was sticking out for 12 miles beyond Shunudrel’s body…but it wasn’t enough, even with the other Uriti pushing at the same time, so Sonic brushed one of his tentacles against the end of the severed Hadarak one and did something that fused them together. 
 
    Then he pulled, and Ryen could see a slight shift along with a spike of pain from Shunudrel. Lightning formed again, but when Sonic stopped pulling it gradually reabsorbed. Several healing lightning arcs emitted from Sonic to Shunudrel to sooth some of the damage his jerk had applied, but still the piece of the Hadarak body the Uriti had killed was still imbedded into him like a giant thorn. 
 
    Ryen and the other 318 Wranglers, who had all come out to the location to observe and help as needed, didn’t know why the tentacle had imbedded so badly, but they knew it had to come out even if it did a lot of damage to the Uriti. Shunudrel would heal afterwards, no matter how bad the damage was unless it had penetrated his brain at the center of his body. It wasn’t that far in, but it was sitting inside a lot of ‘delicate’ tissue, though for a Uriti that was still rock-hard material. 
 
    Eventually Sonic convinced Shunudrel to let the Star Force ships approach to help, though he didn’t understand how they could. They were gnats compared to the Uriti, and the bond between the herd and them was something that was going to take a lot of time to understand, for when the Zak’de’ron contacted him they did so with a joint hive mind that appeared just as large as a Uriti. Star Force did not and remained small, so even using the gauntlets and Chixzon enhancements, Shunudrel did not take them seriously save for the override, which he was still reluctant to follow. It seemed the damage done to him had the Uriti in permanent panic mode, and somehow that panic was enabling him to ignore the override. 
 
    So tens of thousands of drones gently drifted their way in near the two Uriti as all of them were still ‘chanting’ their telepathic beats. They hadn’t stopped once they started, and it seemed to be their way of including Shunudrel even after he decided to stop shooting them. Ryen had never seen them take to the ‘singing’ so well, but that was just one more discovery to add to the book, though right now the Hadarak tentacle was his primary concern. 
 
    All the drones worked their way around Sonic’s thick tentacle that was still physically bonded to the Hadarak one. He had tried to pull harder, and broke the link earlier, so now he had it reestablished and knew how hard not to pull. But in order to get it out they had to yank harder, so all the little drones that were equipped with mooring beams within the system had rendezvoused with the new Uriti and were latching on across a few kilometers with blue beams that looked like impossibly small strands of thread reaching up to black Legos. 
 
    When they had all locked on as firmly as possible, Ryen coordinated with the pilots and Sonic, then as one they pulled with a gigantic yank that sent so much pain through Shunudrel that he pulsed a concussion wave that destroyed most of the drones and knocked Sonic clear of him…but Sonic had the Hadarak tentacle still attached to his own, now pulled free of Shunudrel’s body, as gelatinous bits of goo spewed from the wound.  
 
    It wasn’t liquid, but rather flexible rock that quickly stiffened up when it hit the cold of space, and without being ordered to do so, one of the small Namis raced in to the wound after the concussion wave subsided and wedged her more or less round body into the gap, preventing more material from flying out into space as she surged healing lightning into the wound. 
 
    Ryen felt Shunudrel’s entire mindset shift. He was still in pain, but the worst of it had passed and a huge wave of relief flowed through him. His stats began to move back into the normal realm with rapidity, and over the matter of minutes he began to accept the override commands as if the ‘thorn’ had been what was preventing him from complying.  
 
    Ryen briefly wondered if it didn’t have a telepathic signature of its own, but he quickly dismissed that idea. It had to be the damage plus the inability to remove it and having that constant threat nagging at you that put him in such a dire mental state…but then Sonic corrected him, adding that there was indeed mental tampering by the Zak’de’ron, and as soon as he drifted back within range he added his much more ample healing lightning and began to break through the mental alterations ensnaring Shunudrel. 
 
    Ryen was very interested in those, and Sonic was happy to oblige as he stayed close to the new Uriti, as did all of them now that there was no longer any threat. Suddenly Shunudrel had become their best friend and very grateful, and all of the 29 Uriti were clustering around him and helping in his recovery and mental ‘retraining’ as they pulled layer after layer of psychosis off of him, giving Ryen a detailed analysis of what they were doing. 
 
    And that gave him a pretty good idea of what the Zak’de’ron had done to be able to control them. It was impressive, actually, but also sloppy. They’d managed to tame the untamable, but their solution was not a long term one. The memories of recent battles showed clearly how their hold on them was slipping, and the more they fought the Hadarak against their instincts not to, they became more crazed and manic. It was not too unusual for mentally distressed individuals to embrace their problems rather than fighting against them, and in this case that meant the Uriti, who did not want to fight the Hadarak, became bloodthirsty for the combat once they were forced into it. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron had actually told Shunudren to break off from a tough fight, but he had refused and succeeded in killing a level 3 Hadarak…but not before it had speared a damaged spot on his body, bypassing the hardest outer layer and skewering him. Shunudren had twisted and turned, eventually breaking off the tentacle before killing the Hadarak, but it was clear the Uriti were more and more waging the war the way they wanted it and not listening to the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    So that was why the Dragons had wanted to make a deal with Star Force. They were losing control anyway. Had they not been, they never would have given up their Uriti. They probably thought they had suckered Star Force, but Ryen knew that wasn’t true. Recovering this Uriti, even in his damaged state, was worth the cost in materials even if not from a combat standpoint. The Zak’de’ron only cared about what the Uriti could do for them, but Star Force had long ago decided to save the Uriti for the Uriti’s sake, and from the waves of relief and gratitude coming from Shunudren, Ryen considered this a huge victory…and not a bad bargain. 
 
    He just hoped the other two Uriti, wherever they are, were not in such bad shape. And he wouldn’t know for many more weeks what had occurred with them until the comm network filtered those reports across the galaxy. But when all was said and done, and all three Uriti were brought back into the fold and began their long journey to full health, Star Force’s hatred of the Zak’de’ron grew, but their understanding of the Uriti and Hadarak increased greatly. 
 
    And they now had a new weapon, perhaps something the Chixzon did not realize they had produced, for a yet to be determined attribute of Shunudren’s main weapon could effectively damage Yeg’gor-style armor.  
 
    And it must have truly burned up the Zak’de’ron to be forced to give that up to Star Force, hence there was already a bit of Karma payment, but the treatment of the Uriti was not something that Star Force was ever going to forget, and it was just one more item added to the grievance list that would have to be settled if and when the threat of the Hadarak ever ended. 
 
    And right now, that seemed wishful thinking at best. 
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    February 11, 128484 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    “Hello Vochem,” Davis greeted as the four-legged, spider/wolf that was the Knights of Quenar ambassador walked into his office along with an Archon handler. Back in the day they never would have let the KoQ in the same room without an energy shield separating them, but the more powerful Star Force had grown the less paranoid they had become, though they still didn’t trust them. Hence a far more powerful Archon than Davis was required every time the ambassador needed to discuss something in person with Davis, and that didn’t happen very often. 
 
    “Director. What is the current status of the new Uriti?” he asked, sitting down on a stool while the Neo-level Archon stayed a step behind him and to the right, making sure there was no subterfuge involved. 
 
    “Stable.” 
 
    “Has the method of their evasion of the override been determined?” 
 
    “More or less. It will be some time before we can trust them enough to move them, but I’m told the threat of another attack is slim so long as they’re not interfered with.” 
 
    “We would recommend their destruction, but given the damage the Hadarak are doing to the galaxy…” 
 
    “No,” Davis said firmly, slamming the door on that line of thought. “You have no say over the Uriti. They are our responsibility, our wards, and our problem.” 
 
    “…but since the situation is so dire,” Vochem continued as if Davis’s comment hadn’t occurred, “and destruction is going to occur anyway, we wish to know how you plan to use them against the Hadarak, for we have no knowledge of them going into combat against them yet.” 
 
    “And I have no knowledge of your fleets going into combat against them either,” Davis countered. “If you have the ability to kill Uriti then you should be able to kill Hadarak. If you’re not willing to assist, why should I even bother explaining our strategy to you?” 
 
    “Your empire has grown large, but you are still young and there is much of the galaxy you do not understand. If we are to survive this we must work together, or there is no hope at all. We have a vested interest in the outcome, and since we allowed you to possess the Uriti, their use is our business.” 
 
    “They are people, not warships, and they will not be used as such. They will not be fighting the Hadarak except in self-defense, and probably not even then given that the Uriti are faster.” 
 
    “Not use them? They are the primary weapon we have against the Hadarak…” 
 
    “No, they are not yours. They are Star Force’s ally, and we will treat them as such.” 
 
    “Unless they have learned to disobey your override like the others, then they are your property and you can command them to do whatever you wish.” 
 
    “We won’t. And you can tell the others that for me, since they are reluctant to come themselves.” 
 
    “I speak for all the Knights of Quenar.” 
 
    Davis eyed him closely. “I wasn’t speaking only of them. You’re also here at the behest of others who do not want to show themselves. They want us to use the Uriti while they sit back and watch, hence they are using you as an intermediary.” 
 
    Vochem’s normally stoic expression darkened deeply, and Davis knew he’d just scored a significant victory.  
 
    “You have chosen to be the visible power in the Rim, but the true powers do not take such an obvious stance. We lie and wait in the shadows until needed, for we know if we push too far the Hadarak will surge forth to destroy us, then retreat back into the Deep Core. You and the V’kit’no’sat are behaving as fools playing with a power you cannot possibly survive. And now you have done something to provoke a reaction never before seen. We do not know what you did, but you have doomed us all, and you have the gall to suggest you are not going to have the Uriti combat the Hadarak? If need be, we will take them from you and…” 
 
    “Like hell you are,” the Neo said, telekinetically clamping down on the KoQ’s body and smashing him further onto the stool.  
 
    “Did you come here to fight?” Davis asked, “or do you have an offer to make?” 
 
    “I did not come to fight, but if he does not release me I will be forced to.” 
 
    Davis waved a hand dismissively and the Neo released his telekinetic hold. “What did you come here for?” 
 
    “The Hadarak threat is unlike anything ever seen, and you and the V’kit’no’sat are the ones currently fighting it. Our scouts report much, but not all. The Uriti are the key advantage we have. I do not believe you are going to keep them out of the fight entirely. What are your plans?” 
 
    “What have your scouts told you thus far?” 
 
    “You are using them to destroy minions, not the Hadarak.” 
 
    “Did they tell you how?” 
 
    “You are bombarding the planets from space and then implementing your own minion colonies to resist reconquest.” 
 
    “You’ve missed the key then. I’m disappointed that a race so advanced would miss the obvious.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “The fact that they weren’t shooting back.” 
 
    The wolf-like face twitched. “The Uriti can control the Hadarak minions?” 
 
    “Not quite. We tested that, but the range has to be so short to override the differences that it isn’t effective beyond 100 to 150 miles for the larger Uriti. But we can use them to send a jamming aura that renders the minions sluggish or entirely inert until they take damage, then they respond to their attackers. But if we can vaporize them with single shots, the effect is we can retake planets with ease so long as there isn’t a Hadarak in the system. Their control supersedes that of the Uriti.” 
 
    “So you intend to reconquer the devastated areas and force the Hadarak to retake them rather than push forward.” 
 
    “That’s a plus, but the truth is we don’t know how to kill the larger Hadarak. The Uriti cannot do it, and until we have an effective weapon we have to avoid them. Unless you or your friends have any suggestions?” 
 
    “There are many ways to fight, but none that can win. To do that you would have to take the Deep Core, and none can. Hiding and surviving is the only option. You must learn this or you will be destroyed.” 
 
    “We’re all going to be destroyed, or do you know otherwise?” 
 
    “In the past the Hadarak have retreated once they have destroyed their objective, but this systematic purge is new. We do not know their objective.” 
 
    “We do. They have told the Uriti they intend to purge the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “How long are you going to wait before you assist us?” Davis demanded. 
 
    “We also do not know how to kill the largest Hadarak.” 
 
    “But you could kill some of the smaller ones?” 
 
    “At great cost, but yes.” 
 
    “So get at it. We saved you that cost when we took the Uriti peacefully. Time to pay up.” 
 
    “Not when you refuse to have them fight much easier battles. But we are willing to assist them in those battles.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you gain by their inaction? You fear their loss?” 
 
    “No. We could engage with them and not lose any. But to the Uriti the Hadarak are their brothers, and they do not fight their brothers. Part of the reason the new Uriti are so messed up is that they were tricked into doing so. The result is not a good or reliable mental state.” 
 
    “How did the Zak’de’ron accomplish this?” 
 
    “Irrelevant. It was not sustainable, thus they traded them to us before they lost all control. Now we’re putting them through rehab. It will be a very long time before we can employ them to assist in minion removal, but we will get them to that point eventually.” 
 
    “Can they spawn?” 
 
    “Not now, but eventually yes, they can. And the new breeds are well worth the effort given the slow pace of the Hadarak advance.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Do you know how many Hadarak there are?” 
 
    “Not specifically, but we have general estimates.” 
 
    “You or your friends?” 
 
    “We share information. We believe there are beyond 10 million of them.” 
 
    Davis fought his jaw to keep from falling. “How far have you mapped?” 
 
    “Not all the way. The estimate is made indirectly.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Methods that we will not discuss, but we believe to be reliable.” 
 
    “Not yours then?” 
 
    “You infer you wish an audience with the others. You do not. They are far less understanding than we are.” 
 
    “We intend to win this fight, and what I want is information in addition to help. Everything you know about the Hadarak that we do not.” 
 
    “How did you discover them?” 
 
    “There are clues all over. Your friends don’t hide as well as they think.” 
 
    “But well enough if you have not had contact with them. I will tell you that we are the most junior member, which makes you and the V’kit’no’sat too primitive for them to bother with.” 
 
    “A lie,” Davis declared.  
 
    “No,” Vochem said sympathetically. “They are far beyond you. And some are far beyond us.” 
 
    “Yet they do nothing.” 
 
    “It is wisdom. Your actions are folly.” 
 
    “How long have you been part of this group?” 
 
    “Not long.” 
 
    “When you broke through to your Essence skills?” Davis suggested. 
 
    The KoQ sighed, bowing his short snout as he resigned himself to a conversation he did not want to have. “There is so much you do not know, but we have little time and you are not learning fast enough. So we will risk a quicker path.” 
 
    Suddenly the air rippled around them and four more KoQ appeared, jolting both the Neo and Davis out of their seats…but the KoQ were not attacking, merely standing there looking at them.  
 
    “Do we have your humility now?” Vochem asked, still seated where he had been as the sound of doors opening and the rush of booted feet wafted in from Davis’s personal security detail rushing to assist. 
 
    “Essence effect,” the Neo said, visibly disturbed. “I don’t know what he did, but they were not here a moment ago.” 
 
    “I checked too,” Davis confirmed, having used his Pefbar to sweep the room and take account of all the air molecules in it. Had a cloaked individual been standing there he would have pushed the molecules aside or created a ‘null’ zone to his mental scanner. Neither had occurred. “Impressive.” 
 
    “As I said, there is much you do not know,” Vochem. “What you call Essence skills are primitive.” 
 
    The guards surrounded the intruders, a mix of Human Commandos, Knights, and a few Calavari of equal size, all armed and ready to do whatever was necessary to protect the Director. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You are playing with powers beyond you. Those in the Deep Core, and those out here that you have now endangered with your stupidity. Now you must make amends and use your Uriti to kill as many Hadarak as you can.” 
 
    Davis huffed a laugh, despite his danger sense still running sky high at what the KoQ might be capable of doing to him in this room. “You want us to fight and die in the hopes that will satisfy the Hadarak and they will withdraw.” 
 
    “You chose this fight. You will face it and die. That is the price you must pay for your arrogance.” 
 
    “Are those your words or those of your masters?” 
 
    “We do not like capitulation, but against the Hadarak there can be no ultimate victory.” 
 
    “Surrender monkey,” the Neo scoffed. 
 
    “Agreed,” Davis echoed, subtly rubbing the ring on his finger that was more than just a ring. “You want to sit out and hope you go unnoticed? Fine. But give us the information we need about the Hadarak and your new friends. We’re not running away from this fight. I can promise you that much.” 
 
    The air rippled again, and suddenly the four other KoQ disappeared again. One moment their bodies were there, then the next the air molecules around them rushed into the vacuum where they had been with a loud ‘pop’. Davis felt the Essence rush in Vochem, but not the others, meaning it was something he had done to them? 
 
    “They are gone,” the KoQ said. “We can pull them through the walls from one person to another over short ranges. The Jenshar, which you so crudely refer to as Essence, encapsulates them and a pocket of air around them momentarily, allowing them to move independent of matter from one beacon to the next. I cannot follow them, for I act as the Beacon. All of the advanced races can achieve this, some from planet to planet if the Beacons are strong enough. And some still from within a star system to outside one where no gravity well exists.” 
 
    Davis nodded, both a thanks for the information and as a puzzle piece fell into place. “That’s why they’re so good at hiding.” 
 
    “It is part of the reason. It is also safer travel when no collisions with rogue mass are possible.” 
 
    “How fast?” 
 
    “Depends on the strength of the Beacons. One pushes, the other pulls, so the strength of both is required.” 
 
    “And if one stops acting as a Beacon before transit is finished?” 
 
    “The travelers will most likely die.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They cannot propel themselves, the Beacons must do it, and if they released the encapsulation before arrival, they will merge with any unmovable mass or emerge into the void of space.” 
 
    “Do they require Essence skills?” 
 
    “Yes, but only minimal to accept and maintain the encapsulation. This technique is basic, and there are far more powerful ones beyond your imagination. You are neophyte.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but we learn fast. So why can’t these friends of yours, if they’re so powerful, effectively fight the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Mass cannot be ignored, only avoided. We cannot kill beings the size of planets with any measure of efficiency.” 
 
    “How about inefficiently?” 
 
    “It’s not worth the sacrifice when they have so many others. If you devoted your entire fleet you might be able to kill one or two. Would that be worth it to you?” 
 
    “Do you have any other hope than using our deaths as diversions and maybe convincing the Hadarak to be satisfied enough to give up their galactic purge?” 
 
    “None that can be successful, but I will admit we wish to see you try and do them considerable damage in the process. You must use the Uriti.” 
 
    “If it is hopeless, why the insistence?” 
 
    “Some believe that by turning the Hadarak’s strengths against them, you could inflict enough attrition to be worthwhile.” 
 
    “To give you research.” 
 
    “Yes. We have no intention of wasting this opportunity.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re confident you will survive.” 
 
    “We’re not, but our doom will be farther into the future if you actively engage the Hadarak with the Uriti. Regardless, it is so far ahead we are not panicked by any measure.” 
 
    “And yet you are now willing to discuss Essence with us. Why?” 
 
    “The others want you to die, regardless of whether or not you succeed in satisfying whatever need prompted this purge. The Knights of Quenar value victory more than survival. In this we are different from the others. We do not think you will succeed, but we wish it. The only slim chance you have is to use the Uriti, and yet you refuse to do so.” 
 
    Davis mentally signaled his guards to leave, and all did save the Neo, who wasn’t going anywhere, as the Director sat back down in his chair again and leaned his elbows forward onto the clear tabletop.  
 
    “I think I’m starting to understand. You established the threat of the Uriti as the central reason for the Knights of Quenar to exist, then we took over for you with a solution you never imagined possible.” 
 
    “The threat still exists if you lose control.” 
 
    “Granted, but it is our problem and we are controlling it. Yet the Hadarak basically are the Uriti, and your instincts make you want to fight them as an extension of your oaths to defeat the Uriti. But you’ve made friends that are essentially cowards, and that doesn’t sit well with you. You want us to do the impossible and show them that there is a way to fight. Am I close?” 
 
    “The Uriti are your only viable option. If there is another, please disclose it.” 
 
    “Why are the Hadarak and the Uriti programmed to destroy even the slightest bit of Essence use?” 
 
    “We believe it is their primary purpose, though that is only speculation. You are the ones that can talk to them. What do they say?” 
 
    “It is instinctual. They do not have a why, only a reaction. What have the Uriti done in the past when they discovered it?” 
 
    “A galaxy-wide search and selective purge. They can sense it everywhere they go, and it becomes very hard to hide. The others have never seen a purge of all life, and they do not know what to make of it. What specifically did the V’kit’no’sat do to provoke it?” 
 
    “We do not know. They do not know. It simply began and is continually escalating.” 
 
    “Will the Hadarak not tell you?” 
 
    “They have said what they are doing. They have not said why and they do not regard the Uriti as brothers. They are abominations that must be destroyed anyway.” 
 
    “And yet the Uriti still do not want to fight them?” 
 
    “They are conflicted. The Hadarak are not. That is not a good fight to wade into.” 
 
    “Do you have an effective plan, or are you just buying time while the V’kit’no’sat take the majority of the losses?” 
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat are committed to fighting the Hadarak. We will assist them even though our territory will not be effected for some time. If we wait, the Hadarak minions will be in so great a number that they may be able to defeat us even without the Hadarak. The time for this fight is now, and the Knights of Quenar sitting it out is not acceptable.” 
 
    “Show us a way to win and we will support you. Ask us for pointless losses and we will not.” 
 
    Davis leaned back in his chair and smirked. “Challenge accepted.” 
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    February 19, 128484 
 
    System 91152845 (Hadarak Territory) 
 
    8th planet 
 
      
 
    The Qua’cho detachment sent to this desert world by the V’kit’no’sat was not enough to get the job done. Vi’che had 1,286 Qua’cho and 15,329 Zen’zat to retake the planet from the Hadarak minions that already numbered in excess of 2 million. The rationale had been that this world, devoid of other life, would be more difficult for the enemy minions to multiply in given the lack of available foodstuffs.  
 
    Whoever made that assessment was a fool, for after the Hadarak had passed through this system and deposited minions on every uninhabited world, the minions here had grown faster than expected due to subterranean growth chambers not picked up by casual orbital scans. Those growth chambers, two of which Vi’che had already destroyed, had deep root taps down into the magma layer and spread out through the crust soaking up enough necessary molecules to feed an army of burrowers going out to gather pockets of rich minerals, metals, crystals, and other necessary components for the minions.  
 
    In short, the process was snowballing much like it did on other worlds, and not nearly as slow as predicted. The Qua’cho assigned to the other planets were reporting similar difficulties, but so far no reinforcements had arrived and Vi’che had only two warships in orbit to assist with bombardment, both of which were Domjo-class. They couldn’t get deep enough into the crust to kill the growth chambers, so after blasting an entry point Vi’che’s troops had to go in and slaughter the inhabitants and their living buildings…and they had to burn the remains in order to keep them from regrowing from the shredded pieces later. 
 
    And for every successful torching mission, the minions expanded their population elsewhere. They had enough minion troops already to cause him casualties amongst the Zen’zat, but no significant anti-orbital ‘flowers’ were left operational…though they were constantly trying to grow more, and like weeds Vi’che had to constantly keep knocking them down before they got to firing size. 
 
    He didn’t see how he could successfully clear this world without reinforcements, and he couldn’t provide help to the other worlds either. And worse of it all, if a Hadarak arrived they’d have to abandon their assaults entirely. The V’kit’no’sat were so spread out now, trying to put down these small incursions before they could grow large enough to be a problem, that a miscalculation or lack of adequate scouting created situations like this that were untenable. And there were probably thousands of other systems as unimportant as this in the same need of reinforcements, and no one was going to give a damn about an empty system like this, so Vi’che expected to stay here in perpetual combat accomplishing nothing while his troops slowly got wore down to the point of taking losses. 
 
    Vi’che and the other Dimetrodons knew their duty, and were more suited to torching missions than others thanks to their psionic fins that protruded high over their horizontal backs. Unlike the Hjar’at, who had Saroto’kanse’vam, the Qua’cho had a number of different psionic tissues in their fin, including Jumat, making them more akin to the bipedal Bez. However, their low to the ground stature made them the equivalent of walking tanks that could not be flanked, for their fins produced the majority of their Jumat to the sides in such large amounts that any attackers would be knocked away. 
 
    They also could throw Jumat forward and backwards, but not as well as laterally. It had been a long-term gripe of their race that Itaru had not given them full Jumat, but the mono-directional cells that made up most of their fin were certainly useful against melee-style opponents, and there were many Hadarak minions that qualified in that category. 
 
    There wasn’t one variety of minion, nor two, nor three…rather there were thousands of types, some never before seen until this invasion, but all were biologically grown and somewhat resistant to energy weapons. Their bodies soaked up energy, including simple light, and consumed it much like tree leafs did, meaning they didn’t require as much actual food to eat…but given that they actually moved around, energy absorption was not sufficient to supply them, but it did augment them considerably in addition to making them somewhat resistant to light weaponsfire. 
 
    Add to that there were varieties with very thick skin. Not to Hadarak level, but they could take hits and keep fighting, and some of them grew as large as Oso’lon. They were also faster than they looked, meaning the enemy had a primitive, but very mobile and effective army that could replenish its losses with remarkable speed, sometimes within days, and if Vi’che couldn’t kill them faster than they grew them, then he would lose this fight through mere attrition.  
 
    And that’s what he feared was happening. Right now he had one of his Domjo scanning the surface slowly and deeply, looking for more hidden growth chambers. Everything on the surface had already been destroyed, but the minions had burrowed down beneath the sands that covered the entire dry planet to the limited water layer half a mile below. That meant his troops had to go underground almost all the time, and some of the tunnels the Qua’cho couldn’t fit in. 
 
    They could fit in the larger ones to fight the larger minions, but the Zen’zat were having to crawl through some places so tight they could only fit one at a time to get at the smallest of the burrowing minions that were hiding seeds that could regrow the entire catalog of minions if left alone. Miss even one and it could repopulate an entire planet given enough years, which would undo this invasion once they moved on to cleanse another system. 
 
    It was an untenable position to be in, but this was the war the V’kit’no’sat had long awaited and Vi’che did not wish to be anywhere else. What he wished for was a few more troops so he could get the job done here then help reinforce the other planets so they could make a clean sweep of the system. But even then, all it would take was one courier minion to come here and drop off some seeds in the proper locations to start it all over again. Hopefully the hunter ships patrolling Hadarak-controlled space would intercept and destroy all couriers and other minion ships before they could get to their targets, but all it would take was one slipping through and you’d have more of these incursions popping up on uninhabited systems that no one cared about until they became a growth field for more minion armies. And unlike this system, the V’kit’no’sat were starting to spot some of the slow growth invasions, so they couldn’t just follow the Hadarak to find them all. 
 
    Vi’che was in one of three small cities the Qua’cho had built on the planet. Each was barely a mile wide and held the necessary facilities to produce the foodstuffs they needed when supplemented with supplies held in a number of warehouses. Those buildings were being expanded to get to the point of fully supplying the invading armies, but they weren’t there yet. The fact that they’d been given such equipment indicated that Itaru expected them to be here for years, and Vi’che did not understand that. Why not just bring in an overwhelming force and eradicate them quickly? Or was his team here supposed to hold the system in perpetual combat rather than win and move on? 
 
    It seemed like a moot point when a large mass was detected entering stellar orbit, and Vi’che had already sent word out to begin the evacuation prep when he got word from the few warships around the 1st planet that it was not a Hadarak, but rather a Star Force fleet with a Uriti carrier. 
 
    Vi’che automatically assumed they were passing through enroute to another location, but soon they began altering course and spreading out towards all the planets while sending out requests for minion spread data and indicating that they were here to finish the V’kit’no’sat’s mission for them and free them up to move elsewhere. 
 
    Vi’che bristled at that, but then let it go. He wanted help, and he wasn’t going to turn it away just because it was Star Force…not that he had the ability to order them away. The fleet they had brought was 5 times larger than every ship the V’kit’no’sat had in the system, and that wasn’t even counting the Uriti that was worth far more than all the ships combined. 
 
    When the carrier opened a tiny spec emerged, but it was still a Uriti. It was only 450 meters wide, but some 16 miles long and Vi’che recognized it as a Zolom. Not the original, but one of the offspring, and it looked like a giant, thin space snake that was, ironically, headed directly for his planet while the Star Force ships split up and headed for the others while the transport drifted out to null space between the 3rd and 4th planets to park. 
 
    Vi’che had a brief conversation with Star Force, but it was more them informing him of what was going to happen than them offering to help. Apparently they knew more about the minions than the V’kit’no’sat who had assigned the Qua’cho to this planet, for the sandy world he was situated on was ideal to minion growth despite having no ecology on the surface. That was why he was having such a hard time routing them out, and that’s why it was going to become home to a Star Force minion colony. 
 
    He walked out of the city and onto a nearby sand dune to see their arrival. The Star Force ships stayed in orbit and began landing a few troops here and there, but it was the giant snake that had his attention. It was almost directly overhead when it began shooting small object off it that rained down to the planet like meteors, splashing into the sand in controlled landings. Out of those fleshy pods spewed forth different types of minions…minions that were not people, but rather biological machines and far inferior to the Hadarak ones because of that fact.  
 
    But these Uriti minions went straight into exposed tunnels and disappeared beneath the surface, hunting either resources or the enemy, Vi’che didn’t know which, but then the great snake in space half disappeared over the horizon in orbit before it curled over and began to head straight down to the planet narrow end first.  
 
    Vi’che climbed to the highest sand dune he could to watch while monitoring the tracking feed via his personal armor that was currently retracted into gauntlet mode, but it still allowed him a mental link to the telemetry as Zolom-12 hit the surface at decent speed and poked straight into the planetary crust like a needle. It took a significant delay for the earthquake to make its way to Vi’che’s position, but the entire dune shook and flattened out a touch, half burying the Qua’cho’s heavy feet in the sand.  
 
    He shook himself free as he saw the tail of the Uriti compress a bit as it slowly pulled its way underground nowhere near to any Hadarak growth chamber, but once the Uriti was fully submerged he got an update from Star Force indicating that the Uriti was going to be spawning its own growth chambers and the fight would become minion versus minion with the V’kit’no’sat providing the extra punch to assure victory. 
 
    Vi’che wasn’t going to argue with that, but then Star Force added the caveat of their minions staying to possess the planet and the entire system, ensuring that the Hadarak would not be able to reinfest it later without significant effort. And such an effort would result in a Star Force courier minion being sent to inform them of the incursion. 
 
    That changed everything for Vi’che. He knew the V’kit’no’sat could not permanently inhabit these systems, but if Star Force grew minions to hold them then they truly did have a chance of denying the Hadarak their desired growth fields…but that also meant that Star Force was gradually going to be claiming possession of huge chunks of the galaxy after the Hadarak purged them, and he didn’t like that. Especially if and when the Hadarak started taking chunks of V’kit’no’sat territory. 
 
    But if he had to choose between the two, then it was an easy choice to make. The V’kit’no’sat were allied with Star Force and at war with the Hadarak, and if they could turn the Hadarak plans for massive minion producing systems against them and fight fire with fire, so much the better. Fighting Star Force’s Uriti would be easy compared to fighting a tier 6 Hadarak, and if they had to swap one enemy for the other, then that was a beneficial trade to make.  
 
    And if Star Force remained an ally and wanted to handle the minion wars, then so be it. The V’kit’no’sat were hunters of Hadarak, not minions, and if Star Force wanted to free them up to fight the big ones, then that would both be a relief and something worthy of the V’kit’no’sat empire. 
 
    No matter how you sliced it, today was a good day, even if the V’kit’no’sat had to take a back seat to Star Force here.  
 
      
 
    Vi’che’s assessment didn’t change over the following 9 months as they cooperated in the successful torching of the Hadarak minion facilities across the system, and when it came time to pack up and leave, the Qua’cho were happy to be rid of the system with the knowledge that Star Force now had it locked down. It was a secure victory, short of a Hadarak arrival, meaning the Qua’cho’s efforts here were not in vain and not just an endless holding maneuver. 
 
    The Uriti had already left 4 months ago, moving to another site while leaving behind a few Star Force ships and one of their Wranglers who could control the minions, but as the V’kit’no’sat packed up he was informed that Star Force was leaving as well, but they didn’t want to leave their minions alone with the V’kit’no’sat still here. He found that curious and inquired further, only to be told that the minions were not the brightest organic weapons and that Star Force didn’t want them inadvertently attacking the V’kit’no’sat. They said the odds of that happening were low, but without a Wrangler to oversee them some bad behavior was possible when they didn’t have enough prefabricated orders to cover new circumstances. 
 
    That was the downside of them not being living beings, or so they said, but it made something clear to Vi’che. This was not what Star Force wanted. They were accurate to a fault and didn’t like a single unwanted death from even their enemies. They hated sloppy warfare, but leaving the minions behind to guard the system on their own was going to be very sloppy, for they had to order them to shoot anything that came here and tried to land on the planet. 
 
    And that’s what the broadcast satellites they left behind said, in as many language varieties as possible, Stay away, you will be destroyed if you land on the planet.  
 
    That was very unlike Star Force, but it underscored the position they were in. Like the V’kit’no’sat, they did not have enough troops to garrison every system, but the Uriti minions had been designed for just this kind of thing by a race of effective, but sloppy Chixzon who did not care about killing billions if it achieved their objective. 
 
    But automated weapon systems, even biological ones, were just what the anti-Hadarak alliance needed to combat the Hadarak minion waves that were quickly spreading across the rectangular zones the Hadarak had outlined like curtains being drawn across a window. Even now there were minion fleets moving independent of Hadarak from system to system, most of whom the V’kit’no’sat were destroying easily, but their numbers were not decreasing…they were increasing and it wasn’t going to get any better moving into the future.  
 
    Fighting sloppy might be their only recourse, and Vi’che was glad that Star Force was pragmatic enough to realize what must be done. And if minion wave had to be met with minion wave, maybe that would buy enough time for either Star Force, the accursed Zak’de’ron, or the V’kit’no’sat to find a way to kill the larger Hadarak before they moved far enough out into the galaxy to threaten the heavily populated V’kit’no’sat worlds that could not be moved out of their path.  
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    February 27, 128484 
 
    Vianfra System (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Muon Ti Vicora 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Beny-3933192440 said as he conversed with the linguistics team that had been sent to make first contact with the Vicon race.  
 
    “No. The V’kit’no’sat were here 9 months ago and kidnapped 14 of them. Just came in, scooped them up, and left without a word as to why. When we got here they fired on us before we could talk them down, and they’re not in the mood to let anyone land.” 
 
    “How much other contact have they had?” 
 
    “None. The V’kit’no’sat were their first alien contact.” 
 
    The Frieza-level Archon facepalmed as he stood in the hangar bay in front of the scout ship that the linguistics team had used to get here first and do the ground work that would allow Beny to explain to the Vicon why they had to abandon their two planets…and now they were going to be even more distrusting thanks to those stupid Viks. 
 
    “I know why they did it, but they just screwed us.” 
 
    “Why did they do it?” the head linguist, a Protovic, asked as his team made up of a variety of Star Force races stood behind him. 
 
    “They don’t care about the lives being lost, but if the Hadarak want to wipe out all races, the Viks want to deny them their objective, so they’re ‘rescuing’ enough individuals to repopulate elsewhere.” 
 
    “While they leave everyone here to die?” 
 
    “Pretty much. How much resistance are we going to get?” 
 
    “Heavy. First contact aside, the kidnappings have them livid. They can’t harm our ships, but if you go to the surface they have enough firepower to kill you. We may have to stun and scoop them up. How long do we have?” 
 
    “At least a couple months, hopefully more than a year. The closest Hadarak is two jumps away. Has there been any couriers or warship minions seen here?” 
 
    “Not that we know of. What probability do we have?” 
 
    “About 1/50.” 
 
    “What’s your gut tell you?” 
 
    “That we have too many planets and too little time to evacuate them all.” 
 
    “How did we get so far behind?” 
 
    “We’ve been behind since day 1, but it’s the 4th branch the Hadarak are adding that caught us off guard.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Hadarak aren’t just expanding out from the Deep Core to the adjacent systems. They’re moving straight out along certain lines, then angling back and carving a circle track around the perimeter like a fence. Then they’re gradually working their way in and purging everything inside the fence and forcing people fleeing to pass through infested systems. Primitive starships won’t make it, so we think it’s a containment method to prevent mass evacuations. And they just began adding a 4th fence spoke.” 
 
    “Will it come all the way out here?” 
 
    “If they hold to pattern, it’ll go more than 150 lightyears beyond this system. These people just happen to be in the expansion path. Those deep inside the fences probably have another 500 years before they get hit. We don’t have that time here. Do you have any suggestions how to calm these people down?” 
 
    “No. We’ve got their language locked down through 83 dialects and are working on 12 more. You can talk to them, but don’t expect much through dialog unless the V’kit’no’sat want to return the ones they took.” 
 
    “The irony is those 14 are probably better off than everyone here. Can you identify a segment of the population that is the most reasonable?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, no. They’re all incensed as far as we can tell.” 
 
    “Alright, it’s my problem from here on out. Go get yourselves some real workouts for a few days before you leave again.” 
 
    “We’re not staying to assist?” 
 
    “We’ll know within the day whether or not we can talk to them. After that you have other systems to work on.” 
 
    “What about the other dialects?” 
 
    “I’ll make do. Thanks for getting this done so quickly.” 
 
    The Protovic shrugged. “Their language isn’t hard to decipher, but not having telepathic contact with them forced us to learn it the hard way.” 
 
    “Hopefully the next system won’t have been visited by the Viks,” Beny said, poking a thumb over his shoulder. “Make use of the training facilities while you’ve got them.” 
 
    The linguists didn’t hesitate and walked past him grateful. The scout ship had a very basic workout deck, which was little more than a few rooms with treadmills, free weights, and a high g chamber. It didn’t have full workout facilities because it was only 600 meters long, unlike the Warship-class jumpship that the scout ship had landed in that was 22 miles long and had a full workout section plus an Archon Sanctum. Even those were limited compared to the surface facilities on some planets, but Beny was able to do his full workouts here and would have gone mad if he’d been trapped in that little scout ship for the two months the linguists had been here. 
 
    The Archon glanced up at what looked like a huge ship in the hangar bay, and in the distant past it would have been, but ever since Beny had been born a little over 1000 years ago, ships like this were considered mere toys…but the fact that they were small and inexpensive was the point here. Star Force didn’t have enough warships to spread out as far as needed, so for linguistic analysis duties a toy like this was perfect…unless you had to try and get some workouts done in it. 
 
    “My turn now,” he whispered to himself, then headed over to a group of dropships parked on the deck nearby that already had his team waiting for him. With time as short as it was, and as unsure as it was, there was no point in wasting it. He was going down to the surface and communicating with the Vicon one way or another.  
 
      
 
    The dropships took fire all the way down to the surface, both lachars and missiles, but nothing strong enough to get through their shields. Knowing this, Beny just let them shoot as the four dropships landed in the courtyard of their capitol, then they stat there two more hours as the Vicon continued to shoot and do no damage to the hull, for the shield recharge rate was simply too high. 
 
    After the two hours were up and they were still shooting the Archon had had enough. He lowered the boarding ramp and walked out, still inside the dropship’s shield perimeter, and let the ramp pull back up behind him with all of his people still inside the four ships. He wore his armor fully deployed, with the purple/white plates gleaming in the hard sun with bright splotches of light hitting the shield two meters in front of him. 
 
    “Please stop shooting,” he said, with his helmet translating his words into the local’s language and broadcasting them out with amplification to get past all the noise of the weaponsfire. “We are here to talk and you are not damaging our ships. Stop firing and talk to me.” 
 
    He waited a good thirty seconds with no change, then resigned himself to do this the hard way.  
 
    Beny sprinted out through the shield, with it allowing him passage out but not back in. As soon as he was in the open his personal shields began taking the hits, but most of the shots missed for he was running too fast for them to manually target. A couple of turrets with computer programming didn’t have trouble landing their shots, so he made them his first objective, running over to and jumping on one of them, then using the powered armor function in his suit to rip the four barrels apart like he was peeling a banana, then he left them there and sprinted over to the next one, doing the same to it. 
 
    His armor pinged an alert as a missile was on approach, giving him just enough time to drop to the ground and enact his super-shields, which was a second capacitor that held a lot of energy ready to dump into an auxiliary shield generator. The result was a bubble shield that formed over him and took the missile hit, then the shield disappeared and the capacitor began to slowly refill to full, though at the moment it had only deplenished to 88%. 
 
    The ground around him didn’t hold up so well, blasting the grass and dirt into a mushroom cloud from the donut-shaped trench it carved out around his shield perimeter. Bits of flaming grass clods flew out like projectiles all around him, and for a moment he felt the crowds of armed Vicon cheering, though he couldn’t actually hear them. He was using his telepathy to sample the reactions to his destruction of the turrets, and Beny couldn’t help but smile as he waited a moment for effect, then he sprinted out of the cloud towards the nearest troops set up behind barricades. 
 
    Their elation at making a kill reversed into despair as they saw him unhurt and moving just as fast as before toward their lines. The panic and fear exploded in them…then he skidded to a full stop one meter in front of the barricades even as they shot him from pointblank range. 
 
    “Boo,” he said, telekinetically grabbing one of their weapons and yanking it out of the biped’s clawed hands and pulled it into his own. He held it for a moment as lachar shots peppered his shields, then he took the rifle and tossed it over his should as he put his hands on his armored hips. 
 
    “Stop firing. I’m not here to fight. I’m here to help you. You’re in danger and everyone on this planet is soon to die. I’m here to save you, so stop firing!” he said, adding some telepathic insistence towards the nearest few. Most of them hesitated, but those who were most crazed with fear didn’t let up…then those beside them took up firing again, and Beny knew he was going to have to approach this differently. They weren’t getting the message that they couldn’t hurt him, so he was going to have to hurt them…a little. 
 
    He jumped over the barricade’s two meter height and landed on the other side, punching one of the 7 foot tall reptilians in the chest and knocking him down, then he shot him with a stunner from his wrist-mounted weaponry before dashing towards the next one and repeating the process. With two down, he picked them up, one under each arm, and extended his shields around them so their own people wouldn’t shoot them, then he used his built in jump pack to fly the few meters up and over the barricade, landing on the other side and walking halfway back to his ship with the two prisoners in tow. 
 
    He didn’t intend to take them the full way there, but the others were not going to just let him kidnap them. They opened up doors on the barricades and rushed him, with Beny dropping his two prisoners and gladly going hand to hand with the others. He delivered body blows and stun shots, taking down swaths of them while noticing some shots from others farther off actually hitting their own people. 
 
    “Move the ship overhead and extend shields down. They’re getting friendly fire. Deny their snipers shots,” he ordered the dropship he had come in on. 
 
    It rose up smoothly and silently, blocking out the sun for a moment before parking over top of the melee and extending shields down all the way to the ground around the perimeter. They didn’t stop anyone from moving through, but they did stop the lachar shots.  
 
    Beny spent the next 20 minutes fighting and accumulating a large pile of bodies so high that outsiders couldn’t see what was happening inside. Eventually reinforcements stopped coming in and he got a moment of peace as he surveyed the damage. 
 
    “Get me a regenerator out here. Some of them are dead and I really need them up and walking again.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for the others to come out, instead jumping up and over the pile of unconscious bodies haphazardly stacked 3 meters high, then walked out in front of the others still behind the barricades, but they were no longer shooting since their rifle shots weren’t penetrating the shield perimeter. Apparently shooting the ship had lost its appeal when a little enemy was out of the ship and on the ground…and they couldn’t shoot him, so they were finally just standing and watching. 
 
    “You shot your own people,” he declared angrily. “We’re going to save as many as we can, but if they took a head shot then there’s not much we can do. We are here to help, that’s why I didn’t kill any of them. You are in danger, and we are here to help you. Those that came before, they are not us. I know who they are. They don’t care about your lives, but they stole those 14 people so the Hadarak can’t wipe you all out. They left the rest of you to die here, but we’re not. We’re here to get you all out, if we can, but we can’t do that if you keep shooting us.” 
 
    He reached a hand up and pointed to the sky, producing as large a hologram as he could from his armor, and showed them an image of a Hadarak 4 meters wide over top of his head but still beneath the hovering dropship. Then the dropship doubled up his transmission and made an even larger one above it, 10 times as big as the dropship itself was. 
 
    “This is a Hadarak. They are the size of planets. A small one is nearing you. It is attacking all planets and it will get here sooner or later. We can’t stop it, so we came here to evacuate your people before it gets here. Our weapons can barely hurt it, and there are many Hadarak out there attacking planets. Our fleet is spread out delaying them while our other ships evacuate people to safe zones. We are here to save you,” he said, well timed, as one of the visible dead Vicon stirred and came back to life thanks to a regenerator under the care of a Protovic Commando.  
 
    “If we came here to fight you, you could not defend yourself against us. But we didn’t come here to fight. We came here to save you. And if you stand no chance against us, you have absolutely no hope against the Hadarak. If you remain here you will die. We cannot protect this planet from the Hadarak, but we can move you off it. I have three massive ships in orbit ready to take the first of you to a different planet, and many more ships are coming here soon. We will keep moving people as fast as we can until you are all moved out of danger, or until the Hadarak arrives and kills you all. We don’t have much time, so please listen to me and stop wasting it. We are here to help. Please send someone to talk to me.” 
 
    “Go away!” one of them shouted, then the others joined in and repeated the sentiment in a chant. “Go away! Go away! Go away!” 
 
    “Oh please,” Beny whispered to himself. “You can’t be that stupid.” 
 
    Then he remembered reports from other Archons when they had to deal with new races and he sighed.  
 
    “Alright, you can be that stupid,” he said, turning around and motioning to the Commandos attending to the wounded. “Pick a dozen of them and take them up to orbit. Give them a tour. Show them the Hadarak records, the whole deal. Then get them back down here inside 3 hours. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    “On it,” one of the Protovic Commandos said as they began picking up unconscious bodies and one of the recently revived…which had to be restunned as he resisted…and took them back to the dropships…which prompted the Vicon to start firing on them again.  
 
    The one overhead stayed put, as did two others, with only one dropship eventually racing back into the sky at such a fast pace it made a short-lived tornado as the air vortexed in its wake, tossing around a dozen or so of the troops on the western side of the courtyard.  
 
    “Line them up, face up, into rows. Make them comfortable, but keep them unconscious for another half hour. Then we’ll wake them up and let them go,” he said, sitting down on the grass cross-legged as the dropship’s shields around him were continually lit up with weaponsfire, including several more missiles that, if they got through, would have killed the Vicon inside as well. 
 
    “How uncivilized,” the Archon said, sitting in his meditative pose in stark defiance for the attacks happening. He felt the Vicon feel the insult, so he was happy to patiently sit and defy them as they continued with their impudent attacks. Within a few minutes he got a report from the Commandos that all the Vicon had been recoverable…no head shots…and he was glad for that. Not only for their stupid asses, but because a death here would hurt his chances of getting through to them. He needed to be seen as powerful, unbeatable, but not a threat, and even if they shot one of their own, that would still be a person dying because he was here, and he didn’t think the Vicon would have the wisdom to notice that distinction.  
 
    “I really hate the Viks,” he said to himself. “Those blunt snouted, reckless, egotistical morons. Couldn’t you have just taken them during the night when no one would see you? You just had to come down in full daylight and make a show of it. Bunch of bungling idiots.” 
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    April 20, 128484 
 
    Vianfra System (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Muon Ti Vicora 
 
      
 
    It had been almost two months, and while the Vicon were now talking, Beny had only convinced a few thousand to board the Star Force ships waiting in orbit to haul millions away from the doomed planet. The two planets held a combined population of more than 12 billion Vicon, and it was going to take many round trips to get everyone off, but they simply did not want to go. 
 
    That said, Beny had already sent two transports back of non-Vicon that he’d been secretly scooping up from the planet. Namely the larger native animals too primitive to speak and whom were roaming the wilds of both planets. They would be going to sanctuaries back in the Rim, but he had held off taking the domesticated ones yet because that would kill what little trust he’d been able to build up with the Vicon so far if he started taking their ‘property’ from them.  
 
    But when a Star Force courier arrived with word that the Hadarak they’d been monitoring had just jumped towards this system and would arrive in an estimated 46 days, there was no more time to play nice. In two months from now, maybe three, everyone on the two planets would be dead or soon to die, and now he had to grab up the Vicon against their will, because there was no way to show them what they didn’t already know. Those that he had taken up as witnesses and showed them what was coming had been convinced enough to tell the others, and that had garnered some willing evacuees, but unless they saw the Hadarak for themselves the majority were not going to believe…and by that time any chance of saving 12 billion Vicon and billions more natives would be gone. Even now there was no way to get them all out, but Beny wasn’t going to waste another minute on trying to get them to voluntarily leave. 
 
    “That’s it people,” he announced to his bridge crew when he finished reviewing the message and corresponding data packet. “Time to scoop and dump. All hands on deck. We don’t have a minute to waste. Launch as soon as you get to the hangar bays,” he said as he too headed for a dropship that would join the flocks of others heading down to the planet from the transports along with escort aerial craft that immediately began to down the Vicon defenders. 
 
    They couldn’t endanger the dropships when they began to load and unload, so the Vicon military had to be neutralized first, and hundreds of skeets began hunting down and disabling the opposing aircraft with a combination of stun blasts and mooring beams, allowing them to essentially catch them in the air then drag them off to a landing zone where the pilots would be yanked out and tossed onto the dropships.  
 
    Beny specifically ordered the aircraft preserved, because when the Hadarak arrived he didn’t want to deny the Vicon the ability to fight back, ineffective as it would be, though they’d have to use replacement pilots, for these being captured were taken up to the transports in orbit as soon as each dropship was filled. 
 
    The same went for the tanks, jeeps, and other varied wheeled land craft that had to be disabled, though thankfully the Vicon didn’t have any armor or shielding capable of stopping stun blasts, so if you loaded up enough hits to even a tank, it would soak through and get to the crews, clearing the way for the Star Force gunships to fly over populated areas and douse the largest crowds with area of effect stun weaponry. 
 
    The reptilians went down by the hundreds, falling on the ground or within the buildings they quickly fled to, then an army of Bsidd collectors escorted by Protovic troops went around picking them up and the additional ones the Protovic stunned, clearing cities section by section and loading up the bodies onto the bee hive of dropship activity that had thousands of the smaller craft constantly flying up to orbit and back down again to wherever the collectors needed them to go. There was no point in establishing landing zones, so the dropship pilots put them down wherever they could find an opening, whether it be a courtyard, street, rooftop, or in some cases just hovering over rocks or trees and lowering their ramps down near enough to the ground for the Bsidd to climb in on. 
 
    Beny started off going after the military personally, but they didn’t last long and he was left to either help hunt down the Vicon or go after the primitive races. After so much refusal by the Vicon in recent weeks, he chose the latter and personally started collecting the domesticated ‘animals’ and loading them up on dropships that would take them to transports configured for their containment, and some of the critters were downright huge. They had elephant-like hexpeds that stood 4 stories tall and were used to carry heavy cargo or even some houses on their backs. 
 
    Beny freed them of their cargo then carefully stunned them in a way that didn’t have them falling on and crushing other people, including the wolf-like pets the Vicon favored. Those were much easier to round up, except that they could run very fast and gave the Archon some target practice, but he could carry three or four at once back to a dropship, and making those hunting runs occupied most of his time in the coming days. 
 
    He didn’t sleep much, barely two hours a day as he spent most of his time saving people that didn’t want to be saved, and kicking himself for not doing this earlier. Why the Hadarak was coming straight here he didn’t know, and he’d gambled on having more time to get the Vicon to come voluntarily, but now his mistake was weighing on him. A lot of people were going to die because they refused to come when offered, and he knew now that he would never make that mistake again. Caring about people’s feelings didn’t matter when their lives were in jeopardy, and he knew that, he just thought he’d have more time than this to work through it. 
 
    His mistake was going to mean billions of deaths, but it was also the Vicon’s mistake. Beny had offered and they had refused, and even now over the airwaves the Vicon were chewing out Star Force in elicit fashion for what they were doing, not understanding that this was a mercy mission. Beny could just take the animals, or he could leave and go to another system that would voluntarily leave, but he wouldn’t. He’d messed this up and he wasn’t just going to wash his hands of it. He was going to save as many as he could, and damn his bad judgement.  
 
    No one scolded him within Star Force, and he wasn’t sure if they were even thinking that or not, but it didn’t matter. He was the Archon and it was his job to lead, and he’d put too much emphasis on volunteers. Now he had to scramble to save as many as possible, and he wasn’t going to leave hundreds more to die because he took an extra hour of sleep. 
 
    But he had to get some, for he wasn’t strong enough even with his Inas psionic, but he was skating along on as little as he could and sucking down as much ambrosia as he dared. He knew he’d regret it later, but he had to get as many as he could, especially the primitives who had no choice in the matter one way or another. Their ‘caretakers’… using a very loose version of that term…had stupidly refused to leave, and while he didn’t want anyone to die, those who had refused got pushed to the end of the line…though at the moment he was basically stunning anything that moved near him, for he couldn’t waste travel time going place to place and being picky. 
 
    The Bsidd were marvelous, moving about in long lines like ants and carrying far more people and critters than he could have, for they were able to load up multiple mandibles like shelves and walk dozens of the smaller ones back to the dropships while also working together to carry the huge elephant-like animals on their backs. It didn’t look like they could with their toothpick limbs, but they were far stronger than they appeared and groups of them were moving across the ground with the stunned and unconscious captives floating above the carpet of Bsidd that shuffled slowly beneath them. They carried them for miles in some cases to get to the super-sized dropships that were actually small transports that were landing capable. 
 
    Those small transports could leave the system on their own, but they were being used to carry up large amounts of people to orbit, or smaller numbers of the larger critters. No food or equipment was being taken. No personal belongings. No heirlooms. Nothing but stunned bodies being stacked up uncomfortably five or ten high with the artificial gravity being lessened so they didn’t crush the lowest ones in the stacks under their weight.  
 
    And they had to do it, otherwise the travel time up and down from orbit would mean more people got left behind, though nobody realized what was going on until the Hadarak finally showed up. 
 
    By that time Beny and many others were operating as zombies. They desperately needed a full night’s sleep, but they weren’t going to stop grabbing people, for after 45 days of round the clock evacuations, only 1.2 billion Vicon and 2.3 billion critters of varying sizes had been recovered. The full transports had already left and more had arrived when the emergency order had gone out. Thankfully Beny didn’t have to send it, for the scouts that were monitoring the Hadarak did before they sent the courier to inform him. 
 
    That meant he had both Kiritak and Calavari transports showing up from nearby assignments with their own limited collection crews, but Beny’s Bsidd were successfully capturing people faster than they could load them, so the newly arrived transports were depositing more dropships on the ground and they were being filled as soon as they touched down. 
 
    As per his orders, which he didn’t even bother to check on given how busy he was, his fleet monitored the tier 2 Hadarak as it entered the system and broadcast it to the two Vicon planets using their own form of primitive communications technology, and they continued to do it constantly so they could see what was coming.  
 
    When that happened, some Vicon started showing up voluntarily at the dropships…but the Bsidd stunned them anyway so they could stack them like cargo. You couldn’t do that with conscious people, for they’d panic and squirm and take up a lot more space and waste time dealing with them. But the Vicon didn’t seem to care, for they kept coming in steady streams up until the local government finally confirmed with their own satellites what Star force was showing them. 
 
    And that showed a massive, planet-sized object approaching and spewing forth clouds of smaller objects that Star Force was attacking and failing to stop. They were killing a lot of the smaller objects, but there were so many all they could do was hit and run around the star, and do the same now when the Hadarak first appeared in high orbit over the inner planet where Beny was. 
 
    When it finally arrived the Archon got an alert ping, and he took a rare brake and looked up into the sky where his battlemap tracker indicated it was. He didn’t even need magnification to see it, for the baseball-sized blot in the sky was unmissable…and soon thereafter was when the Vicon started flooding towards the dropships begging to be taken away. 
 
    Beny had to time this right, for he wasn’t going to get any of his people killed by staying too long. He calculated approach speed and the best guess at a landing spot on the planet, for the Hadarak was behaving like it was going to smash down rather than linger in orbit.  
 
    “27 minutes,” he said to himself, setting a countdown timer for the entire planetary evacuation that went out to everyone’s helmet HUDs and began to tick down in unison. Then he ran off towards the nearest pet store he could find and busted inside the locked doors to find an abandoned facility with all the pets still locked in their cages or tanks.  
 
    He called for a dropship to land directly outside as he began going around and stunning all of them save for the ones in fish tanks. The dropships had special containers for those and the water had to come with them, for the dropships weren’t wasting space by bringing their own. Within three minutes an army of Bsidd arrived and began collecting the stunned pets, including several carrying the collapsible containers that they then began pouring the aquatics critters into, making sure not to mix the various kinds that might eat each other during transit. 
 
    By the time the store was clear there was only 11 minutes left and the dropship was only a third full, so Beny went back outside with the Bsidd and started rounding up anyone nearby, but a tendril of the panicked crowds made its way to the newly landed dropship and Beny didn’t need to go looking for more. He stunned them on approach and the Bsidd loaded them while the Archon kept the crowd from forcing their way onboard in a panic.  
 
    There was only two minutes left when the dropship was full, then the Bsidd squeezed onboard with Beny coming last, having to use a Jumat wave to push the crowds back off the ramp as the pilot took them into the air before trying to retract it. It slowly pulled up and sealed two inches in front of Beny’s face, then he rode up to orbit, pinned there unable to move against the backdrop of Bsidd that were so tucked up with their mandibles looking like piles of bamboo smashed together. The countdown expired on the way up, and that meant if everything had gone according to plan all the Star Force personnel would be on their way up to orbit. 
 
    Beny watched through the battlemap as the Hadarak hit the atmosphere with its minion swarm getting out of the way so they didn’t get caught in the fireball that resulted as it plowed through the sky and landed on top of one of the cities that was still mostly inhabited, killing millions in a matter of seconds, and sending out a massive earthquake pulse that killed many more in the surrounding areas as buildings collapsed hundreds of miles away, though those closer to the impact suffered a far worse fate as the crust of the planet cracked and new mountain ranges shot up around the landing site, throwing people and buildings up into the air in some cases, while others rolled with the debris down to the base of the new mountains where it all collected in a band of trash and dying people. 
 
    A icy spike of guilt shoved its way through Beny’s chest, knowing that if he’d just been a little meaner he could have saved most of those people.  
 
    But it was also true that if they had just listened to him and voluntarily come this could have ended far differently, but right now that didn’t matter to him. He was an Archon. It was his responsibility and the Vicon didn’t have enough technology or strength to interfere. He should have made them leave from day 1 in order to avoid this, but he hadn’t, and now the full realization of his mistake was vividly clear. 
 
    But even though he had to wait here and watch until the dropship made it to the transport, he wasn’t going to wallow in his emotions. He had a comm and a battlemap, so he began tagging locations on the other side of the planet away from the Hadarak that could still be evacuated, though now with minions pouring out into the atmosphere from pouches on the Hadarak while the naval versions stayed in orbit and went after the transports, he was going to have to aggressively fight the aerial and ground based ones or they’d destroy the dropships. 
 
    That made evacuating this planet whole lot more problematic, but he wasn’t going to redirect all of the transports to the other planet. Those would be the easiest evacuations to make, but he wasn’t going to do it. He was going to get some more people off this one, and as soon as the dropship landed on the transport and the ramp lowered, he rushed out across the bay through the army of Bsidd offloading and moving the evacuees and got onboard an empty dropship just lifting off. He commed it and it stalled in air, hovering over the deck a couple meters as he jumped up and grabbed the lowering ramp, not wanting to waste the 10 seconds it would take to fully lower. 
 
    He climbed onboard as the dropship made its way to the energy shield separating the bay from space, then he headed back down to an area partway around the planet from the Hadarak landing zone as he organized some proper Star Force landing zones and got both aerial cover and mech protection for them as the minion armies began to creep their way out from the Hadarak, killing everything they came across, with some being tasked specifically to go after the Star Force units coming back down to the planet. 
 
    The real fight had just begun, and Beny caught another short nap on the way down, knowing he wasn’t going to be getting any real sleep sessions in while there was a single Vicon or primitive still alive on this planet or the other one, where most of the evacuation effort was being focused. The Vicon population was now abandoning their homes en mass and heading for the nearest Star Force dropship they could find, even if it was hundreds of miles away. 
 
    They now realized the mistake they made, and what was left of the Vicon military on the first planet was mobilizing to fight the minions. They might be able to kill a few of them, but they were hopelessly outmatched. But in their position, Beny would rather go down fighting than just waiting to be killed, which was why he’d kept their military craft intact and only yanked out the pilots. It wasn’t going to matter in the grand scheme of all this, but it would matter to those few warriors that were about to die, and if they could destroy a few minions in the process, so much the better. 
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    February 3, 128485 
 
    Vianfra System (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Muon Ti Vicora 
 
      
 
    Beny dove head first towards a rock, rolling behind it as he drew four medium-scale minions his way. The rock got pelted with small energy attacks, but it was the smaller clawed minions he was worried about. They weren’t as fast as the medium ones, but if they got up on you they would trip you up and pull you down even if they couldn’t get through your armor…then the others would nick you to death with their chest-mounted weapon spouts. Each of this version had three spaced in a triangle beneath their wide, dome-shaped heads, and punching the spouts didn’t disable them. Nor did shooting them. The actual weapon tissue was buried deep inside, so the only real way to disable them was to kill the minion, and with their redundant organs you had to do a lot of damage to take them down. 
 
    Which Beny could do, but right now he wasn’t trying to kill them. Rather he was trying to draw them away from the loading dropship further to the west where a few stragglers were being rescued. Virtually all of the planet was now dead, and the Hadarak was now planted on the second planet while evacuations continued on the far side. They’d gotten more than half the population of that one out, but the transports took time to travel and return, meaning they had to wait to load them when they came back and there were still more than a billion Vicon and maybe 10 billion of the primitives over there still in jeopardy, but it was on this planet that Beny was doing the personal work of tracking down and finding the few survivors left. 
 
    He had gone on many missions to disable or destroy the minion growth chambers the Hadarak had left behind, but at this point their production was snowballing and he didn’t have the troops or warships necessary to erase them. That meant he needed to spend what few resources he had on picking up the remaining people and getting them out before the minion hunting parties found them. Fortunately he had telepathy to track the survivors down and the minions did not, and some were well hidden, but he was running out of people to save and most of the dropships had to be sent to the other planet. 
 
    But he wasn’t going to give up on the last few people here, so as he distracted and drew off the minions, using his Wequay psionic to get them to pay attention to him like an Ahri charm, a few Bsidd with a pair of Protovic guards held the single dropship secure and loaded up two Vicon along with a flock of Nebrari, which were basically ostriches with four legs.  
 
    As Beny evaded and drew them off while not getting too far away from the dropship in case they needed him, he fired a few shots into one of the medium minions then jumped up over another rock on the dry landscape. When he landed on the other side he saw some poor critter huddled up underneath the backside of it, knowing that when the minions got here a few seconds later they’d kill it on the spot. 
 
    “Damn,” he said, sending a burst of telepathic ‘friendliness’ into the furry thing, then he grabbed it with one hand and ran, tucking it up against his side.  
 
    The pug-faced critter was so panicked it didn’t struggle, merely hanging there with its back legs swaying back and forth as the Archon ran and fired off shots with his free arm thanks to his wrist-mounted weaponry. He managed to take down one of the minions, but the smaller clawed ones were getting closer, not because of their speed, but because they were using group tactics and spreading out to cover multiple angles that Beny might move along if not heading in a straight line. 
 
    That meant whenever he turned he got closer to some of them, but he received a notice that the dropship was almost loaded so he continued his evasion and kept his passenger covered with a quick reset of his shields so the minion fire wouldn’t kill it as he started running in a straight line away from his pursuit. 
 
    The dropship finished up and took off, flying out to his position and hovering at a speed that matched his running pace, coming down on top of him and extending its boarding ramp, but not low enough to smack against the passing rocks. One of the Bsidd came down the ramp to the end, reaching out several mandibles, and Beny threw the critter towards him, using his Lachka to make sure he didn’t miss.  
 
    The Bsidd swarmed the fury thing in a cage of mandibles, and even when it bit him he didn’t let go, pulling it inside the dropship as Beny continued to run and get shot at from behind. He waited for the ramp to clear, then sprinted ahead and jumped with a boost from his anti-grav, arcing up and onto the ramp, then he slipped and fell face down, but with enough grip to grab hold and stay on. 
 
    He crawled in and the dropship ramp retracted as it began to race into the sky heading for orbit and the interplanetary trek to the destination transport that was busy loading people over the other planet. When he got a good look at his fury friend, he saw it already stunned and put into a small cage as the Bsidd tended to the bite mark on his ‘arm’.  
 
    “Check for poison, just in case,” Beny told him. “And thanks.” 
 
    “Sharp teeth,” the Bsidd said, oozing some purple blood that he swiped away before applying a regenerator. It healed him and gave a holographic readout of the damage when prompted. “No poison. Just some bacteria.” 
 
    “Good. Get him some food when he wakes up,” the Archon said, looking at the half starved critter. “Pilot, how many are left?” 
 
    “Two teams are finishing up and a third is on final scan. They haven’t found any more survivors as yet.” 
 
    “Let me know if they do,” Beny said, making his way through the crowded cargo bay to a forward personnel area with banks of seats mostly full of Vicon. He sat down in one of the empty ones and retracted his helmet, but kept an ear piece extension over the left side of his head as he leaned back and tried to get some sleep as everyone around him was still panicked, talking/mumbling, and their emotions running high. Same old, same old as far as he was concerned, and he had no interest in soothing them. They’d live and that’s what mattered, and how much sleep he got could determine whether someone else died tomorrow or the next day, so he just tuned everyone out save for his earpiece that would wake him if an alert or important update came through the comm system. 
 
    The other members of his crew dealt with the passengers and deliberately left him alone, allowing him a few hours of badly needed rest before they got to the other planet and rendezvoused with the transport as the image of the Hadarak imbedded in the planet stood out like an ugly tick on the view below. It had enough minions around it that the Star Force ships couldn’t get too close, but the Hadarak also knew that if it sent those minions against his ships they’d be lost, so the Hadarak was keeping them close until it could produce enough more to swarm attack them, and that wasn’t going to be today. 
 
    The land war, however, was continually escalating as more and more minions were grown and released, some of which gathered resources while the others were eradicators. If Beny had his few warships attack them from orbit the naval minions would be sent to intervene, so that wasn’t happening. As long as the Hadarak wasn’t interfering with the dropships, Beny wasn’t going to provoke it further and only kept a few drones hovering over the surface as backup in case his ground forces couldn’t hold off the assault waves. 
 
    Unless the Hadarak moved to the far side of the planet like it had on the other, he was going to be able to get most of the people out. The Hadarak couldn’t snowball enough minions to prevent that from its current position, but if it did move there was nothing Beny could do to stop it…and three weeks later that’s exactly what happened. It lifted off, traveled a third of the way around orbit, then came back down right on top of one of the intact cities and killed more than 40 million people in a matter of seconds upon landing, crushing them, and killing others nearby in the blast wave that resulted.  
 
    Beny had known it was coming, but there was literally nothing he could do to stop it or lure it away. He was the highest ranking Archon here, and he was nowhere close to obtaining Essence skills. He had nothing to attract its attention, and his few ships could only scratch it with weaponsfire, assuming the minions let them get that close. 
 
    When the Hadarak landed the minions followed, then spread out around the surrounding areas hunting down the larger populations that made for easy targets. Beny deployed what drones he had left to fight them as the Vicon rushed away from the impact zone in whatever vehicles they had, or even on foot, leaving behind all the primitive races that couldn’t flee on their own, or didn’t know what to do and just ran around in a panic before being found and killed. And the ones in pet cages or corrals didn’t even have that luxury. 
 
    Beny wanted to die every time he saw that, but he knew he was the only hope some of them had for surviving, so he stuffed his emotions deep down inside him as he fought day in and day out to pull as many people as he could off the planet over the following 9 months. Then, one day, he didn’t have anyone left to save. Both planets had been completely eradicated of sufficiently advanced lifeforms, as far as the Hadarak were concerned. 
 
    The Frieza-level Archon didn’t accept that, and kept running scouting missions over both planets looking for and finding a few small survivors the size of fat mice, but no more Vicon or any large primitives as the number of minions continued to grow and spread, eliminating even the smallest of the remaining critters and leaving only the plant life behind. 
 
    Beny stayed behind with a single transport for another week, then finally abandoned the system in a single warship as the transport headed off to another location as the Archon got orders to head to a different system. He had 3 and a half weeks of downtime to rest and train, something he hadn’t had in well over a year. His body had deteriorated so much he hadn’t fully realized it, and once his mind actually had time to think he started to break down. All the emotions he’d stuffed away came back to the surface and he relived the horrors he’d witnessed…all of which wouldn’t have occurred if he hadn’t screwed up. 
 
    The trip to his new mission wasn’t one he wanted to repeat, and though he wasn’t fully recovered, not by a long shot, his emotional state had steadied and he knew that more people needed help. Surrendering to despair helped no one, so when he rendezvoused with another scout ship that had been learning the locals’ language, he stepped back into a situation nearly identical to the former. It was a different system with different races. Two this time that could talk, and many more that could not spread over three planets, one of which was completely wild with no cities. 
 
    Three days later the first of the transports he had assigned to him began to arrive and Beny, still haunted by the horrors he’d allowed to be inflicted on the Vianfra System, traveled down to the capitol city of the Shimonga and addressed them directly. They hadn’t fired on his ships, though they had slightly better technology than the Vicon did, but his landing zone was surrounded by their military as one of their leaders met him in an open courtyard just beyond where his dropship landed. 
 
    “We offer greetings,” the short, pudgy Shimonga said through gill-like flaps that served as his mouth.  
 
    “Hello, my name is Beny. I have come to take you away from this world before it can be destroyed. I will take volunteers first, but I will not allow any of you to remain and die. The Hadarak are coming, and I do not know how long you have to live, so I will waste no time,” he said, producing a hologram of the events that had occurred at Vianfra so the representative and those nearby soldiers could see. 
 
    “This is what is going to happen here, and it is happening across the inner sections of the galaxy. We are rescuing as many people as we can and moving them to safe zones. That is why I have been sent here. To rescue you before the Hadarak arrive.” 
 
    “You wish us to leave our home?” 
 
    “If you do not, you will die here. We cannot stop the Hadarak. All we can do is move you out of their path.” 
 
    “Move us to where?” 
 
    “Another planet far from here.” 
 
    “That is unacceptable. Surely these Hadarak can be reasoned with.” 
 
    “Are you blind?” Beny yelled, pointing at the holograms that were running as if in real time. “This is not a dispute. They are destroying all life in the galaxy. There is no discussion, no debate. They won’t even talk to us. We are beneath them. Only those as large as they are will they talk to, and we have asked through those others to speak to them on our behalf. The Hadarak have declared we must all die. There is nothing to be reasoned, negotiated, or requested. They do not care. They are going to kill you all, and every other planet full of people in the galaxy. Until we can find a way to stop them, we have to move you away, far away, and we have to start moving you now before they arrive.” 
 
    “You are a stranger here and clearly do not understand our ways. A decision such as this must be debated in the Articum and approved by the Sicate, but before that we must verify what you have said and that you are indeed seeking to help us. You cannot expect us to take you at your word and abandon our homes on a whim simply because you have superior technology to us? Surely your race must have rules and procedures? A respect for sovereignty?” 
 
    “There is no time for any of that. If the Hadarak gets here before we have finished the evacuation, people will die. I want all your people who volunteer to go first assembled at the landing zones by the end of the day. The rest of you can debate while we get them out.” 
 
    “No one is leaving without the permission of the Articum! You have no authority here, outsider. You can make your case to the leaders of our planet, but it is they who will deci…” the Shimonga said, cut off mid-word as Beny shot him with a single stun blast from pointblank range, then caught his body before it could fall to the ground. 
 
    He pulled him towards the dropship as the soldiers all around opened fire, with their plasma rifles peppering the dropship’s extended shields and not making it to Beny or his first captive. 
 
    “Send in the skeets and get a few drones down here. I want their military craft disabled before they get the idea they can fight back,” he said via comm to his people up in orbit. “I’m going to give them a lesson here and maybe they’ll understand, but we’re not waiting if they don’t. Scoop and dump if they don’t voluntarily come.” 
 
      
 
    Three years and four months later a tier 3 Hadarak arrived in the system, finding it completely evacuated. It landed on the first planet, smashing the surface and depositing minions that would claim the world unchallenged and began reproducing in extremely high numbers. The Hadarak deposited them on all 8 planets in the system then moved on to another, then Star Force sent in an eradication team shortly after it left, fighting the minions while Beny was already in another system evacuating more people ahead of the never-ending onslaught. 
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