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    March 23, 128690 
 
    Stugarrata Nebula (Tovok Kingdom) 
 
    Kappa Temple 
 
      
 
    131 years had passed since Mak’to’ran’s death and the beginning of the 2nd Zak’de’ron/V’kit’no’sat war, but Puar knew nothing of it. What happened beyond the Temple was not publically known, and the information Star Force offered was spurred by most of the Vargemma, but fortunately not all. A few brave, curious, or foolhardy individuals had sought out Cal-com’s call for warriors and had been rewarded with actual combat against the Hadarak. They had returned, spurned by their own races, but their stories spread like wildfire along with the data they had brought back. 
 
    Puar had not believe it when he had first seen the helmet-cam footage of ground combat against Hadarak minions. He thought it was yet one more piece of Hadarak fiction created for the amusement of the masses, as such things in the Temple were far older than him, but this one had not been fake, and a piece of him had known it instinctively. 
 
    But like the others he had spurned it…until his curiosity got the better of him and he began to loosely look for more bootleg information on those called the ‘Varkemma.’ Apparently it was the name for those that chose to join Star Force and travel beyond the Temple into the wilds of the galaxy to fight the impossible war against the Hadarak. It was a war that had been said to be unwinnable without the assistance of the Founders, and any loyal Vargemma were patiently waiting until their return while keeping those less loyal in check…but Star Force’s possession of naval superiority in this Temple had changed everything. 
 
    Now those without the constitution to follow instructions were seeking out the combat in droves, with nearly all being rejected. Fortunately Puar had come to his revelation before the masses and sought out the competitive matches where he had to prove his worth to even begin training to join the Varkemma. There were so many superior warriors ahead of him he had to suffer through loss after loss until they were ascended out of the competition, leaving those next strongest in line with an opportunity to be the future chosen. 
 
    Puar had won the most recent tournament after 78 years of trying, and it had not been a sure thing. He felt that he was luckier than strong, given his victory in the battle royal that saw him the last standing in the ring. The moment was still emblazoned in his recent memory and, more than that, now etched into his Core. He had stood there, with billions watching the live feeds from the arena, as the other warriors were recovering outside the massive ring with a halo of Caretaker drones hovering above ready to kill anyone that went too far in the combat.  
 
    That wasn’t on Cal-com’s order, but a testament to how close to breaking the rules the tournaments were coming. Puar was still injured with a number of cuts on his forelegs, but nothing that would inhibit him from joining the others in Redemption, which he now stood before. It was the city that was the gateway to the galaxy beyond, and it stood so tall it reached beyond the atmosphere of the Temple with several Star Force vessels visibly docked with the uppermost part of the tower that doubled as a space terminal. 
 
    Puar was on the exterior border wall looking in, as were many others, but the difference was that he had a pass key now to go inside and the others did not. He had once stood here like the others, hoping to be let inside without passing through the tournaments or just wanting to be as close to Redemption as possible, to see it for themselves. 
 
    Puar didn’t want to go inside yet, for he was still trying to get a handle on his recent achievement, so he simply stood in the crowd outside one of the many landside gates in the short barrier wall that had an invisible shield beyond that allowed full view of the city without permitting access. The gate was guarded by machines, who would only allow those with a pass key through, and whenever someone came or went through the gate those around felt privileged to be this close to them…even if they were just a worker and not one of the warriors. Even the workers in Redemption were near legendary status amongst the ‘illicit’ Vargemma seeking to join Star Force and abandon the orders of the Founders. 
 
    Some had been imprisoned for their desire to disobey, but Cal-com had found out about it and sent special teams down to extract them…as well as teach the races in the Temple the lesson of who was truly in charge. Now Puar and the others were shunned and decried, but not punished for their hopes and dreams of one day entering this city. They were the optimistic cast-offs, but today Puar was no longer a dreamer. He was now entering the city and did not care what the rest of the Temple thought of him. His future lay in Redemption, and if he could prove himself worthy he would one day join the Varkemma and venture beyond the inside of the giant sphere that had been his universe from the day he was born.  
 
    Others had ventured beyond before Star Force had invaded, and they were heroes to the Vargemma rather than outcasts, but now their status was greatly diminished, because they had not even seen a Hadarak, let alone fought them. But the few Varkemma that had gone forth and returned had, making them the legends that the masses were forbidden from acknowledging.  
 
    Puar picked up his right paw and licked one of the scabs from the claw marks that had been dug into him as he rolled through an Essence-enhanced grapple hold that had nearly pulled him outside the ring boundaries by a Vadnai attempting to help another advance. The one who had clawed him was trying to pull them both out, which wasn’t against the rules, but it was against the nature of the battle royal. It was meant to leave the best warrior standing, and an intentional ring-out was seen as dishonorable…yet the competition to get to Redemption was so fierce many were teaming up in an attempt to get one through, and it had nearly worked on Puar, had he not been able to slightly overpower the winged Vadnai and break his four armed grip before he flew both of them out of bounds.  
 
    In doing so the other’s claws had tore deep and bloody slashes into his pinned forearms, probably by accident, but it hadn’t been enough to cause the Caretakers to intervene. And if they had, the shield protecting the combatants would stop them from killing the individuals involved long enough for them to escape through tunnel entrances all around the ring. Once out of sight the Caretakers would lose interest so long as they were not engaged themselves. Of the many times they had intervened in the tournaments, Star Force’s measures had insured no one had ever been killed, but it was made clear that if you went beyond the tournament rules and tried to seriously injure or kill another and drew the wrath of the Caretakers, then it was your own responsibility to get clear. Star Force had created the escape routes for them, but that was the limit of their involvement with the Caretakers. 
 
    Puar understood the delicate balance that Kappa existed under. Most of the other Temples, he’d been told, had seen the Caretakers engaged in a never-ending war with Star Force because they had been triggered into full scale combat. The Caretakers were not forgiving of such things, and no one in Kappa wanted that to occur here, so the Vargemma resistance to the Star Force occupation operated on certain rules, and while Star Force left them alone in their own cities the two empires reluctantly agreed to coexist in their own corners of the Temple, though there were incidents where crossovers occurred, but they were never bloody…at least not intentionally. The news of the few that were made it to every block of every city, because both the Vargemma and Star Force wanted everyone to be clear about what not to do, for fear of bringing the Caretaker War to Kappa. 
 
    The Vargemma wouldn’t start it, which they made clear, but if some of Star Force’s people were tagged for elimination by the Caretakers, then Cal-com would escalate the fight rather than allow those few to be sacrificed. Star Force operated with a ‘one for all and all for one’ approach to warfare, so the Vargemma couldn’t engage in clandestine battles with expendable troops, as was their previous pastime, because Star Force would stupidly engage the Caretakers to protect even one of their own and throw the entire Temple into never-ending war. All for one person. 
 
    Puar still thought that was stupid, but an element of it was honorable and brave. Star Force wasn’t afraid of the fight, nor were they afraid of the Caretakers, which the Vargemma were. It was a mix of reverence for the machines of the Founders and a fear of their lethality that kept the Vargemma subservient to their overwatch, but Star Force didn’t give a damn about them, and Puar liked that, as did many others after millennia of sitting and doing nothing. Warriors needed to fight, and telling them not to had always caused trouble amongst the less loyal members of the Vargemma, so they’d found ways to cheat that, often at their own expense.  
 
    Many a strong warrior had died at the hands of the Caretakers when they could not stand being idle any longer and chose to attack a member of an opposing race in the numerous feuds that seemed to be as prevalent as the clouds in the sky, but now there was a relief valve for that tension, and the most fed up warriors were engaging each other, within rules, in the tournaments and blowing off a lot of steam as they tried, over and over again, to qualify for the basic training that Puar had now won. All in the hopes of ascending to real combat against the true enemy they’d been promised to fight when the Founders came back…if they ever did.  
 
    Puar didn’t want to wait, even before he had known of the galactic purge underway, and that fact was something the Vargemma tried very hard to keep away from the public. A fight already underway was like a beacon to warriors, so they tried to suppress or downplay it as much as possible, but word got around, as did rumors and all types of misinformation, but enough of the truth got through to those who were discontented with waiting for the Founders, and as the tournaments became more and more popular as entertainment spectacles and means of engaging rival races in sanctioned combat, the bans on viewing them were melting away as the Vargemma tried to rebrand them as training exercises…though those with comm tech of their own could intercept Star Force’s public transmissions and see for themselves what was going on. 
 
    And that was why rogue comm gear was the number one banned item amongst most Vargemma races, though it appeared that a few of them had completely gone over to Star Force. That was information that was squelched amongst Puar’s own Trigorma race as soon as it eeked out of the shadows, and even before, because the Trigorma had double agents amongst the cast-outs trying to find the source of breaches in the information blackout and silence them. 
 
    But it was a losing effort. More and more were hearing snippets of the truth, and the term ‘Varkemma’ was starting to become better well known, and known as the heroes above all heroes. And now Puar had a chance…only a chance…to join them. Many failed and left Redemption of their own choice, stating that they were allowed an infinite number of opportunities by Star Force, but that they were not being told what it was they were lacking. Some were making it through to become Varkemma, others were being put in continuous limbo and some of those couldn’t hack it, but most who were allowed inside Redemption never came back out, and Puar believed it was because they didn’t want to.  
 
    He’d find out for himself soon enough, and after several hours of mingling outside with the crowds, he finally eased his way forward to the gate, and to the astonishment of everyone around him he pulled out a small Star Force emblem with a picture of Cal-com’s visor-covered face superimposed over the center. It was said the Star Force leader had sent out each emblem as a personal invitation to Redemption, and when Puar telekinetically pulled it out of a pocket on the horizontal vest that he wore on his cat-like body and attached it to his right paw overtop one of the scabbed battle marks, it sealed to his wrist and glowed as it confirmed his genetic identity.  
 
    Feeling like the holiest of holy warriors, he walked forward a few steps and respectfully knelt down in front of one of the three visible bipedal machines guarding the gate. He sat on his rear paws and reached his front right up to display the blue-glowing emblem to the machine. 
 
    “Access granted initiate,” it said in the Star Force language, which Puar and many others had learned long ago through painstaking practice, for the Trigorma memory downloads had never allowed a language version from the invaders to be available to the public. But that hadn’t stopped those willing to put in the work from learning it the hard way and spreading it to others that wished to know what the new Temple overseers had to say when one or more of their transmissions slipped through the Trigorma comm blackout.  
 
    The circular gate that stood five times his height irised open with two more machine guards walking through as the crowd slowly began to encroach. They held them back with shield walls snapped into place behind Puar, segregating him from the outcasts as the way before him was made clear. 
 
    “Step inside and embrace your destiny,” the machine urged. “Cal-com welcomes you to Redemption.” 
 
    Puar stood up and slowly walked forward, not fully believing this moment was real, but soon he found himself on the other side of that circular gate…and suddenly all sound ceased.  
 
    He turned around, seeing the gate behind him still there with the machine guards walking back inside, but everything looked a bit dark, with Puar realizing he’d passed through some sort of barrier field that must have been the wall of white others had talked about seeing through the gate when they had the rare opportunity to see someone pass inside. 
 
    “Forward Puar,” he told himself softly. “You did not earn this to worry about those behind you.” 
 
    He kept walking down a narrow path through a boundary region inside the outer wall. It separated the city from the barrier, giving Star Force a combat field if necessary to fight on beyond the real city wall that the path was leading him to. The stones he was treading on took him across the grassy fields that were treeless and merely open space that stretched as far as he could see left and right, but straight ahead was a second gate into the Star Force buildings that were reaching into the sky several hundred meters, beyond which was the grand tower in the distance, but it was quickly becoming consumed with the local structures as he strode closer. 
 
    “Hello there,” someone said from behind him, with Puar twisting his shoulders enough to rotate his head around and see a person appear out of nothing behind him…either a hologram snapping into appearance or a cloaked individual revealing his bipedal self. It was not of a Vargemma race.  
 
    “Greetings,” Puar offered.  
 
    “I am your contact,” the Protovic said, his face glowing in two different colors. “My name is Reganno. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I won the tournament,” Puar said, unsure of what the question meant. After all, he said he was his contact. 
 
    “Yes, I know. But why are you here? Most Vargemma hate this place.” 
 
    “I do not wish to wait for the Founders to return. I want to fight now.” 
 
    Reganno nodded his understanding. “You will have a chance to do so, but before we trust you to fight alongside us, we must know you are trustworthy. You and the other Vargemma have many Essence skills, amongst psionics and other lethal natural abilities. You could easily kill one of us who was not paying attention, and there are many Vargemma who would gladly do so once they were beyond the realm of the Caretakers…” 
 
    Puar’s body shivered with goosebumps at the thought of that. He’d never been beyond their gaze, and the thought of being free of their lethal enforcement, being beyond their rules, was something he’d never truly considered before. At least, not something he thought he would ever personally experience.  
 
    “…If we include you in our forces, you will fully be so. There will be no battlefield proving. No secondary assignment. No cannon fodder. If you fight with us, you will be one of us. You will protect us and we will protect you as we battle the Hadarak. Because of this, your training here will be more than just teaching you of the Hadarak and the weapons that will and will not kill them. We must teach you to be trustworthy, and test that trustworthiness. If you cannot pass, then you will not go with us. We will not tolerate backstabbing, so we will not allow an opportunity to do so.” 
 
    Reganno raised a hand, showing that he had on a large green ring on one of his 5 fingers.  
 
    “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    The biped held his hand steady, then all of a sudden the ring began to glow…but not visually. It glowed in Essence, and a very deep, potent Essence at that. 
 
    “Now do you know?” 
 
    “Is that a personal well?” Puar asked in astonishment. Such things were not allowed in the Trigorma. All Essence stored had to be sent either into a Caretaker well or a city well. He did not even know a well could be so small to fit on an appendage, and he doubted how much it could actually contain, though he recognized the advantage inherent in it. 
 
    “It is. Do you know why I wear it?” 
 
    Puar considered for a moment. “You are not confident in your abilities against mine, should I attack you?” 
 
    “You are coming from a very broken race, Puar. And a race amongst other broken races in this Temple. We do not trust you. Not yet. But know this. If you do go into battle against the Hadarak, those Star Force troops around you will not possess Essence skills. Very few of us do. They will be nearly helpless against you, should you betray them. That is why you will not have any proximity to non-Essence users in Redemption until and unless you prove yourself. This is not an insult to you, but rather a security precaution. Star Force does not kill its own. Not ever. Our trust is what binds us together stronger than the Vargemma could ever imagine. You will have to become worthy of that trust to join us on the battlefield, and do not think you can fake it. We have ways of knowing. If you are not trustworthy now, that is acceptable so long as you behave. You will be given unlimited chances to become trustworthy over time.” 
 
    “Become?” Puar asked. “Is it not a matter of my current intent?” 
 
    “People change, and many enemies of Star Force have, over time and proper stimulus, become friends. Some Vargemma have as well. They would have killed me on the battlefield if they had the chance when they first arrived. Now they would never do such a thing. When you encounter the light after a lifetime of darkness, it will allow a besieged good Core to show through a lifetime of learned behavior, so we do not count anyone out for current intent. We have a thorough process of vetting, and you get as many tries as you want. All you need is one success.” 
 
    “Only one? It must be difficult beyond measure then?” 
 
    “In a way. But it is also very simple. Be trustworthy. Most do not understand the meaning of those words. We will see if you do, and if not, we will see if you can learn,” Reganno said, pointing his ringed hand toward the inner gate as it opened at his beckoning. “Welcome to Redemption, Puar. A galaxy aflame in war awaits warriors willing to rise to the challenge, and this city is the portal for those who prove themselves worthy to fight alongside Star Force and defy the darkside in all its manifestations…” 
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    Stugarrata Nebula (Tovok Kingdom) 
 
    Kappa Temple 
 
      
 
    Puar launched himself into the air and to the right with all four of his legs, barely missing the projectile the wall ahead of him threw out of a concealed portal. All of the damn turrets were invisible, covered by holograms that made them look like flat wall, and he didn’t have time to focus his Fremmav to peer through them. It was a lot less omnidirectional than Star Force’s Pefbar, and this training challenge had been designed, he suspected, to force him to let go of the singular target lock his race preferred when in combat. 
 
    He was getting attacked from multiple angles simultaneously, and from past experience Puar knew that if he tried to stop one of the spherical projectiles before it hit him then his hind end would get pelted from other directions. The only advantage he had here was the fact that the targeting equipment firing the projectiles was laggy, and if he kept moving in other than a straight line he could dodge them, but every time he leveled up to a new difficulty setting, that lag decreased a bit more.  
 
    His cat-like body hit on his shoulders and he kicked the slightly padded ground to roll himself over and back onto his feet where he jumped into a run just as another projectile bounced off the spot on the floor where he had landed.  
 
    A duck here, jerk there, and lots of running through the maze of hallways and open corridors eventually led him to the final challenge that had him climbing a sheer tower out in the open. He’d never completed it, and the few Varkemma that had would not share their secret, but they did say not all body types were capable of making it. Yet no one told him if a Trigorma could or not. The fact that he was running this course suggested it was possible, but Puar was beginning to think he was here to fail repeatedly as some sort of object lesson.  
 
    Never the less, he took at it aggressively with his black/white fur becoming a blur as he ran up to the underside and flew through the air on a single leap and clawed at the flat wall. His paws slid halfway before the semi-soft material finally caught and he was able to gingerly pull himself up, but rather than slowly climbing and getting pelted with projectiles he steadied himself. Two of the orbs punched into his back and rolled off, leaving a slight numbing sensation before he launched himself up again as a third missed and bounced off the wall where he had just been clinging. 
 
    Puar made it two more leaps up before he was so numb that his claws didn’t fully extract when his paws hit the wall above him…then he slipped and fell back to the ground where a force field caught him just prior to impact. It slowly set him down as multiple projectiles flew through the air and nailed him, rendering him fully unconscious. 
 
    When he woke he had been removed from the training course and was sitting in a sluggish position with his chin down between his front two legs as an automated revival bot injected him with destunning serum, then floated off without staying to explain itself. 
 
    They never did, and Puar had trashed two of them in his first week here out of sheer frustration, but now he did not. His anger was with the training, not the machine that woke him up from his failure stupor.  
 
    The quadruped stood up on slightly shaky legs and walked on. His routine now was very familiar. One shot at this course each and every day. One failure and it was time to move on to another that would likely be the same. The few successes that he received swapped out a completed challenge for a new one, but the failed ones didn’t stay the same. They got harder the longer it took him to beat them, which seemed unfair, but there was a war on and he was not intended to stay here training indefinitely.  
 
    If he wanted to become a Varkemma he had to keep moving forward, so he had chosen to embrace the training rather than fight it, as another had suggested he do when the Novolegg had returned to Redemption for a time after spending his 6th tour on the Hadarak front helping to screen the evacuation forces as they pulled people out of harm’s way…but there was never enough of them, and many planets were hit before they were completely emptied of people. 
 
    That’s where Puar wanted to be, and the stories he was hearing from the Varkemma were awe inspiring. The Hadarak were far more powerful than the Vargemma had ever been told by the Temple Responders, yet they were also weaker. What Star Force referred to as ‘minions’ were easy to kill individually, but there were so many of them that they could overwhelm any Essence user with their waves of corpses. You literally couldn’t kill them fast enough until they were upon you, and then you’d either stand your ground until they nicked you to death, or until you ran out of Essence. The only way to win was an immense amount of carnage, and that was very appealing to Puar and the others that had been living inside the Temple endlessly waiting for their chance to fight. 
 
    The Varkemma he had talked to was no longer here, but had returned to his race for a time to explain to them what was going on. They might not believe the Star Force news updates, but hearing it from one of their own had a significantly different effect on getting more recruits of higher skill to become Varkemma. Puar was glad he was already here and in the process, because making the tournament even more flush with skill would most likely have meant he’d never have made it through. 
 
    Teio had been the Novelegg’s name, and he’d talked to Puar for quite some time. Most of the questions asked could not be answered, for Cal-com wanted the training to be blind. If information was given ahead of time it would change the learning process, so Teio had been sworn to secrecy regarding how to beat certain challenges and what was coming ahead, but he could offer advice on how to construct the proper mindset, and he’d helped Puar immensely. Worthiness was not judged here as being the power to win a single fight. It was the ability to get knocked down and get back up again endlessly…and the fight against the Hadarak was an endless one. Only those who had immortal willpower could stand against them, and that is what Star Force was looking for in Varkemma recruits. 
 
    That one conversation had changed everything for Puar, and since then he’d seen his 19 hour a day training cycle as a buildup of resistance to his will rather than pointless repetition. He found it hard to sleep in his 5 hours off, because his metabolism was built exceedingly high and the training regimen required him to get into a mindset of never stopping…so sleeping was hard, but he was gradually learning how to switch from one mode into the other more efficiently.  
 
    He could waste time moving from one challenge to another if he wished, but Puar did not. He walked through the now familiar hallways of this training block to one of the most hated courses. Trigorma despised swimming, so much so they’d altered their biology to give themselves a flap inside their nose to keep out unwanted water on the occasions where they were forced into it. They were built for the dirt and dust, and their cities in the Temple were all built far from the water and inhabiting the small stretches of desert that the Temple afforded…and that the rest of the races avoided. 
 
    Water was for drinking, in small amounts. Others actually bathed in it, but Puar’s fur was meant for dust to keep it clean. Star Force provided such equipment for that in his quarters, and it worked admirably well, but combat could occur anywhere and everywhere, and Varkemma had to be prepared to fight wherever required. That meant in wet areas, in the water, and even underwater…that latter of which was truly terrifying for Puar, for his body did not move like it should, leaving him and his race mostly helpless. 
 
    But he wasn’t helpless anymore. The Trigorma were not the first race Star Force had helped learn to swim, and when Puar got to the training course he slipped on four ankle bracelets activated by mental command that would give him the propulsion necessary in the water, otherwise he’d be expending a lot of energy to pull at the water with limbs not designed for it and only get a small bit of movement in response.  
 
    Once he was so adorned, he took off at a slow run leaping from one plant-like pedestal to another that were sitting just above or just below the waterline. If he missed he’d be in deep water and go in over his head, but as long as he was good at jumping he could save a lot of time on this section of the training course, and he was an exceptionally good jumper. 
 
    In many places that were now familiar to him he’d skip one of the ‘lilly pads’ and jump clear over it to the other, landing in a little splash before resetting himself and taking another single jump, traveling across a swamp to the small island that was full of mushy, ucky ground that he hated stepping on. It soaked into his paws and made him want to stop and telekinetically pull it off, but he had no time for that and just had to tolerate it, for if he delayed too long all manner of automated enemies would appear to hunt him with stun weapons…and falling stunned into water was a nightmare he did not want to repeat. 
 
    He’d done so 6 times previously. After the first he had refused to run this course for a full two weeks before working up the courage to do so again. He couldn’t die here, but he could get a lung-full of water and partially drown before the rescue systems would pull him out. His trainers had told him that he needed to learn to face the fear, and the danger here, where he would be rescued, before going out into the wilds of the galaxy where he would be on his own.  
 
    Puar knew they were right, but he still hated this place and feared falling into the deep water with part of his body stunned.  
 
    From the island he climbed a small ladder to the top of the trees and grabbed hold of a zip line with both sets of paws, leaving him hanging upside down as he moved across a lot of water before crashing down into the waves that suddenly appeared out of nowhere when he crossed a shield boundary. The zip line ended underwater, making him swim against a stiff wind that was producing the waves to get to another island. 
 
    Instead of clawing at the water and losing to the waves, he used the four ankle bracelets to propel himself forward as little motors. They lasted about a minute then went out, after which he had to swim with each stroke recharging them.  
 
    Cruise, swim, cruise, swim was the drill here up until he reached the large island beyond 22 minutes later, pulling himself up onto the soaken sandy beach as the rain poured down and ran through little gullies no deeper than his paws to add to the nasty lake he’d just came out of. He didn’t waste any time catching his breath here and proceeded to leave the beach and shake himself off as much as possible as he did, because a minute later the rains would switch to snow as he crossed another shield boundary and whatever water was in his fur would be at risk of freezing to his body. 
 
    Fortunately Trigorma were able to both absorb and create heat at will. It was a skill they’d developed long ago as a side effect of living in the deserts, so Puar was able to swell his heat generation to fight the cold as he stepped through, but it was never enough. That said, he much preferred the snow and ice to the water, except when they melted, and in here that wasn’t going to happen, testified to by the streams of his freezing breath leaping out of his nostrils like two white plumes of smoke. 
 
    A whistle-sound indicated an enemy approaching, and one that would most likely require an Essence expenditure to defeat. On occasion Puar had been able to take them down with his psionics or cunning, but he knew now they were designed to make him use Essence in a variety of means in order to pass forward, as a means of training for that discipline, for they did no specialized Essence training at all beyond these little add-ons.  
 
    He had found that odd, but had forgotten long ago as the never-ending challenges washed away all concerns other than surviving and moving forward, so when the blizzard winds blew in from the left with the whistle coming from inside them, Puar turned and ran forward, closing the distance sooner to chip off some of the course completion time and using his Fremmav to search in a narrow cone ahead of him.  
 
    The exotic energy was able to penetrate most matter without altering it other than a little collision that would trigger a ripple that would then move back to Puar and register in his mind as a contact. Cal-com’s people had something much better, and he’d been given a chance to test that fact against some of them on a sensitivity scale. They could pick up such tiny objects that he could not fathom how they were able to do it, and he knew they were not cheating and using Essence, for if they had been he would have sensed it. In fact, they never used Essence around him and the others, though the slight leakage from their personal wells testified to the fact that they had plenty of it to use if they wished to. 
 
    When Puar finally found his flying target he reached out with his telekinesis and Essence enhanced it, grabbing the floating orb and squeezing as tightly as he could…but that wasn’t enough and he knew it wouldn’t be. He’d done this so many times, getting into long battles against 17 different varieties, that he now knew how much force was required to take down each one, and in what way to do it. 
 
    He couldn’t squeeze this one to death, but he could hold it in place as he jumped up on it. He landed on top and forced it to the ground, but a defense shield prevented him from actually touching the pressure panels on the surface.  
 
    Puar kept the squeezing pressure on, then summoned a pure Essence effect and threw the equivalent of an invisible punch down into it. That clumsy but powerful attack, combined with the squeeze, was enough pressure to deactivate the machine and allow him to pass. 
 
    The 8 foot long cat batted the meter-wide orb aside and moved on, knowing that he would have to get past another 6 of them before coming to the boundary into the high heat zone… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trigorma didn’t sweat. Instead they panted, evaporating heat away via their tongue, and Puar’s was hanging out constantly as he walked through a foggy canyon that was so hot the air was full of the water coursing through a small stream barely below the point of vaporizing.  
 
    Puar knew it was that hot without touching it, for his eyes had the ability to see infrared and the creek was literally glowing with it…but the air around him was also hot, making it hard to see anything far ahead, in visual or infrared, leaving him walking around barely able to navigate as he searched for the roaming target that would unlock this level’s exit. 
 
    It wasn’t a flight orb, thankfully, but rather a ‘scurrier’ that ran around on the ground like a rodent. It had legs rather than treads and left behind tiny pinpricks whenever it was on dirt, but there were so many left behind in here that he couldn’t track it that way or he’d end up following a trail that was days old. 
 
    The first time he’d made it to this level he’d passed out from the heat before he found the scurrier. And the next 7 he had failed to catch it before likewise being incapacitated by the heat. Star Force wasn’t cruel in its training like many of the Vargemma races were, cutting you up and medically putting you back together again. Many said that was what toughened you up, but Puar was realizing they were only half right. Star Force had learned to do it better by letting you get beat up without touching you, and he had to admit, he preferred it this way. Only his unworthiness would defeat him, not an opponent, and that left all the Star Force personnel as allies rather than opponents. 
 
    Puar roamed the heat zone looking where he could when the condensation clouds broke momentarily and he got a brief view ahead, but most of the time he listened. The scurriers were quiet, except they had a slight chirp to them every now and then. The sound of the creek moving over rocks made a little noise, but otherwise the entire canyon was silent, and in the past that small chirp was what had led him close enough to use his Fremmav to get a lock on it. Once he did he’d try to telekinetically pull it to him…but the thing had a jammer that only allowed a brief moment of contact before it would slip out of his invisible grip. 
 
    That meant he would have to run it down, and there were many cracks in the rocky walls where it could flee to and escape him, so he had to be quick once he located it. But the more he panted the less he could hear the tiny sounds, leaving him with random roaming in the hopes of getting close enough. 
 
    Puar paused, shutting his mouth and becoming still. He thought he’d heard something, and he knew it wouldn’t repeat for a few more seconds, so he fought to hold in his breath and just listen. 
 
    A tiny chirp rewarded him, and Puar took off to the left, indulging in some heavy breathing as he slowly ran to get closer, then he stopped again and got silent, listening to get another vector as a slightly louder chirp made its way to him. He took off again, tracking it down segment by segment until he suddenly was confused by two chirps coming at him from different directions. 
 
    He’d never heard two scurriers in here before, let alone seen more than one, so he held still and tried to figure out if it was an echo…but the sounds were not precisely linked up, because one was chirping a little faster than the other. And a little faster than normal, actually.  
 
    Puar had been in this heat zone more than 100 times, and never had the chirping pattern changed, so he followed the odd version intent on investigating the unusual rather than pursuing the familiar and moving on to the next cold zone. He had time before he passed out. His resistance to this environment had increased greatly in previous months, and he really wanted to know where that other chirp was coming from. 
 
    As he followed it he realized it wasn’t moving. Normally the scurriers were always roaming, meaning he didn’t have the luxury of tracking down a fixed position. He simply had a range finder based on how loud it was and he had to keep at it or the sound would diminish as the scurrier moved away…and they always seemed to move away. Not one had ever accidentally come towards him, and he’d tried laying in wait until one did. All that resulted with was his passing out on the ground and him waking up in the hallway outside the training area feeling like an idiot. 
 
    But this odd chirp was still, so it didn’t take him long to get close, but when he began scanning with his directional Pefbar-like energy cone he couldn’t find anything. The chirp remained, loud and close, but there was nothing here but rock and trees and a nearly constant hot fog covering them all. Puar traveled down several little canyon offshoots, coming to dead ends that led up fairly sheer walls, but the scurriers had never climbed. They always stayed on the ground and ran for little tunnels at their height that would lead them through the rocks and out the other side. 
 
    But this chirp was coming from higher up, though he couldn’t find out where. Puar roamed around the approximate area for some 20 minutes before an epiphany hit him and he began to climb one of the thick trunked trees, with his claws pulling off bark as he did so, but he managed to get up one and through the canopy enough to poke his head out the top. 
 
    He could see the sun overhead through the thin fog…or rather what looked like a sun. They were indoors and could not see the Temple’s central light source, but this was the wrong color anyway. It was yellow with a hint of green, and far too large. Still, he’d never been able to see it before because the fog never relented enough to get a view of the sky.  
 
    Up here it did, and as he took a moment to look up he caught a glimpse of rock to the right that quickly disappeared back into the fog. He waited longer, then saw another bit of view appear as the clouds up here didn’t seem to be as omnipresent…and they were moving. Waiting paid off, for he caught another view of treetops higher than his and a rock wall. 
 
    He needed to get higher, and that tree he’d just saw might be enough. Locking it in his memory he climbed/slid back down with his larger mass not well suited for tree climbing, and the tree suffered for it, but his fur slid over the rough bark protecting his skin for the most part, for one hardship of these training challenges was that you had to enter with little or no clothing. Trigorma didn’t usually wear much in casual life, but their traditional armored suits would have been very useful here…which was why he was sure that Star Force had banned any such accoutrements other than the swimming gauntlets that he still wore. 
 
    Going off of memory, Puar moved through the underbrush…crossing one trail going the wrong way…and got to the base of a clump of trees. He looked up and used his Fremmav to see which one was tallest, then he began climbing, having to squeeze his body between two of the lower trunks that had actually twisted around each other before splaying out further up. 
 
    The tree moved on him higher up, for the trunk was not as thick at the top, but it held enough for him to pull his head up into thin clouds where he could see a great deal more. They were clumping and moving around, but the gaps between them were large and if he waited long enough he could see everything…he just had to remember what it was, for he never got a complete picture.  
 
    And the area where he remembered hearing the chirp, which was gone now, showed that the rock walls actually led up to a plateau. It wasn’t very large, and he didn’t know if that was for sure where the chirp had come from, but it was above most of the fog and he wanted to get there just to explore even if it was a waste of time. He’d been in here so many times, and probably would be for months, if not years to come, chasing the damn scurriers who seemed to get faster each time, that he needed to know the terrain as well as possible. So that’s where he was going to, if he could find his way fumbling around in the fog. 
 
    His Fremmav couldn’t reach that far through the fog. Somehow it was reducing the range, which he only realized now that he was up this high and had gaps to search through. Water shouldn’t do that, and now he wondered if the fog wasn’t laced with something that interfered with his psionic.  
 
    “Clever design,” he said in his native language, not sure if he wanted to meet and congratulate the people responsible for creating this training level or take a swipe at them, for they’d truly created a frustrating challenge to overcome. 
 
    Puar was intent on figuring out what this ledge was, so he tracked the base of the rock as close as he could, then he started looking for clawholds with his Fremmav. There wasn’t much available. The walls were pretty sheer, but at a slight angle that should make climbing possible…though his limbs were already heavy from the excessive heat and the tree climbing he’d just done, which would be easy compared to this. 
 
    The big cat took his best guess as to which wall to climb and started with a few temporary paw grips until he found one that satisfied him, then he began to slowly climb upwards, hearing the faint chirp again.  
 
    On the way up he slipped twice, but neither resulted in a fall. Having four limbs helped greatly on the wet rock, for when one lost grip the other three usually were enough to hold him, but he knew he didn’t have enough grip to actually jump from, so he had to inch his way up and sideways whenever he reached an area that was impassible. 
 
    Puar’s tongue lashed against the rock on occasion, a result of him panting heavily as his lungs felt full of heat that he was struggling to get rid of. Humid, hot air interfered with heat dissipation, making it hard for him to control his temperature even with the panting, but he wasn’t going to let this go. If he fell and hurt himself Star Force had the technology to repair his body. Again, it would be him doing it to himself rather than someone knocking him off into fall, but the result would be the same. Yet this was his choice, and his will got a little stronger every time he chose to face the danger, and that was something a victim would never understand. 
 
    Suddenly a gust of air blew into his face and he felt instant relief as the fog cleared, but only for a moment. Another wet, grey mass covered his black/white face a moment later, almost making him cough as his panting suddenly worked then was suppressed again…but this meant he was close. 
 
    Puar focused on his small clawholds and continued to move up until he hit a ledge above him which stuck out enough that he could go no higher. Rather than give up and go back down, he traveled to the right as far as he could before hitting another wall blocking his path. He reversed course and moved back to where he came up, then on to the left, eventually coming to a crevice between two walls that converged on each other from near angles. 
 
    There were no clawholds in there, meaning another dead end…unless he could use double pressure to hold him between the sides of the pinching walls. 
 
    That was risky, especially with everything being wet. His fur was very slick, but if the rock had enough irregularity to it then maybe… 
 
    Puar got himself over as close as he could, then reached his tail across to the other side to apply a little pressure. He didn’t have much muscle in it, but when balancing every bit helped.  
 
    He got as good a hold as he could with three paws, then he leaned across with the other knowing that if it slipped he would go down, but after a 3 inch skid his claws caught on something and saved him from falling. Pushing with that leg he had pressure on both sides of his body, but at an angle. He had to carefully pull another paw up and move it further into the crack and gently add pressure there, for too much would pop him out of the gap due to the angles involved. 
 
    He moved only inches over the following few minutes, panting heavily as he went, but eventually he was off all the clawholds and pressing his back against the far wall with a paw wedged into the tightest part of the crack. Once he got into that position he was able to climb faster, from his perspective, but it was still slow from the viewpoint of the trainers watching his progress in the observation center…but Puar didn’t know that, nor did any of the other trainees that worked their asses off in this chamber and others day in and day out. 
 
    The crack between the two rock walls continued up several meters until the edge of the ledge that had stopped his previous ascension appeared. When Puar got a good clawhold on it he leapt with his back paws against the far wall and pulled with his front pair on the ledge, catapulting him up enough to get his chest on the edge and leave his legs hanging out over nothing.  
 
    He clawed at the ground, tearing up soil and grass to get the traction he needed…all the time wondering how there was grass growing up here without sunlight getting through the fog, but when he eventually won out on the tug of war with gravity and slithered his way up and over the edge, he realized that the sky directly overhead was clear, with only a few clouds moving around laterally. 
 
    Puar rested on the small ledge, seeing nothing up here but still hearing the odd chirp coming from no particular direction, yet the view was worth it. He could see the tops of several trees poking out of an ocean of clouds, with several roaming grey masses moving around as if they were ships on that sea. Large rock walls were also visible on the far side of the canyon, and for the first time he was able to see the massive waterfall that was producing the creek. It was falling down from a section of rock far off in the distance. It had to be more than a mile away, making him wonder just how big this training level actually was.  
 
    He thought he’d explored it all on foot, but from up here it looked like there was a great deal more…but inaccessible by ground?  
 
    Puar was getting close to passing out again, both from the effort and the heat and his, but the air up here was less wet and his temperature regulation was starting to work better. He rested for a while as he looked around, putting as much of this to memory as he could…then the chirp sounded again, this time very loud. 
 
    He turned to his left, and as if magically deposited there, he saw a scurrier sitting on the ledge next to him and looking up at his exhausted face with its single mechanical eye suspended on a vertical stalk and twisting in place as if to examine him more closely.  
 
    “How did you get up here?” he asked without making any move to grab it.  
 
    “Easier than you did,” it responded in the Star Force language. 
 
    Puar twitched. He had never known the little machines to talk. 
 
    “You speak?” he responded in kind. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why have you never done so before? None of you ever have.” 
 
    “Have you ever spoke to us?” it countered. 
 
    “I suppose not. Are you alive?” 
 
    “I am a machine. Machines are not alive.” 
 
    “Yet you speak.” 
 
    “I am programmed to speak.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To see if you will talk.” 
 
    Puar froze, feeling that he had just stumbled onto a whole other aspect to Star Force’s design of this level. “Why is talking important?” 
 
    “Target analysis verification. Or did you think anything that runs from you is automatically an enemy?” 
 
    “You are a machine and this is training.” 
 
    “It is practice,” the scurrier said, twisting to the side and moving half a meter to the wall side of the ledge. It shot out a series of red lasers, each of which tracked its way around part of an outline. When finished that section of the rock wall disappeared, revealing a tunnel beyond, into which it walked, leaving Puar’s shocked face behind. 
 
    He stood up and very gingerly moved down the ledge and through the gap, seeing a narrow tunnel of rock, all dark except for a bright spot of light on the far end where it opened up on the other side with a few leaves hanging over from above. 
 
    “Cal-com, your wisdom continues to humble me,” Puar said as he entered the tunnel. 
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    The small scurrier exited ahead of him, then Puar followed behind a ways, coming out into a grassy patch of highland looking down on another canyon, but one not covered with fog. It was just as hot, but the air was dry in comparison and he felt the moisture in his fur begin to peel off him as soon as he passed through the tunnel exit. 
 
    “Why build this?” he asked aloud, knowing that the stated purpose of the level was to catch the scurriers and move on to the next. He pondered that question as he walked along the rim of the dropoff…then he spotted something familiar down below. It was an obelisk like those the Temple had in the wilds, only this one was pure white and partially obscured by trees.  
 
    Puar looked around for a way down, finding a small trail on the far end. It wasn’t built for his physiology so he had to step carefully on the quarter meter wide ledge, but further down it got wider and soon he was jogging down a dirt ramp to the bottom of the dry canyon…where he was ambushed by a pack of scurriers that were not emitting chirps. 
 
    They came up out of the sandy creek bottom and fired tiny stun blasts at him, numbing the spot where they hit but doing little beyond that. Puar reacted by instinct and attacked them, throwing a wave of sand into the air in front of them telekinetically then using an Essence effect to knock it down the creek bed like a wall of tiny ammunition. He might not be able to pick up the scurriers, but the sand wasn’t so protected. 
 
    That created a dust storm and sent several stun blasts askew as he pounced on the nearest one, missing at first, but pawing his way towards it as it moved back and forth trying to evade. Eventually he smashed down on top of it, applying enough pressure to deactivate it with a satisfying ‘ping’ sound as the others continued to spin around him and fire little shots that were adding up. 
 
    His breathing was much better here, but as little bits of his body stopped obeying his commands he knew the threat was real…and when he saw more of the machines start to swarm out of nearby rocks and join the others he realized he couldn’t win this fight without destroying the machines. 
 
    Doing so would immediately disqualify him, so what options did he have left? Retreat back up the canyon? He’d get shot for sure being that exposed…unless they were programmed to let him go. Puar didn’t feel like testing that theory up the canyon wall, so he leapt out of the creek bed and climbed the shallow hillside up through the loose foliage on the other side that would at least catch a few of the stun blasts.  
 
    If these things were protecting the Responder then he was probably going to run into even more of them, but once he got within the small circle surrounding the obelisk the firing into his hindside stopped and the scurriers…now some 40 of them…ran loops around his location waiting for him to come out, but seemingly unable or unwilling to come inside the 12 meter perimeter.  
 
    Puar growled at them, wondering if the one he had spoken to up top was down here. He couldn’t tell by looking at them, for they were all the same, so he turned his attention to the obelisk that was bathing them all in a muted white light underneath the shade of several tall trees.  
 
    “Do you speak, Responder?” 
 
    A hologram appeared next to it, showing an image familiar to Puar and virtually everyone within the Temple. It was of Cal-com, with his distinctive blue visor covering some sort of eyes. No one knew what they looked like, for he always wore it, and his race was unfamiliar to them, as were most within Star Force.  
 
    “Greetings would-be Varkemma. Your curiosity has served you well and you have now reached the next destination on your journey towards worthiness. Being assigned a mission and accomplishing it is only the most basic task of a Varkemma. Going beyond your orders and adapting to the universe as it presents itself is a higher task, and one that cannot be completely codified, for we do not know everything. Sooner or later you will encounter a task with no instructions, or a task with incorrect instructions. It is your responsibility to determine what must be done and to take whatever action is necessary. I cannot tell you how to do this, for you must learn on your own through trial and error.” 
 
    “If you do not learn, you will not become Varkemma. I will not send troops into battle that could end up doing the work of the enemy, attacking us or others that do not deserve it. You must prove your worth through practice, and in order to assure that it is legitimate practice, you will retain no memory of it,” the hologram said, gesturing towards the obelisk. 
 
    “We call this LITrpg. It is a mental interface for a simulated reality where you can practice things that we cannot build training courses for. You will face unfamiliar situations, and to insure you can practice the unfamiliar, your memory will be wiped each time you reset. However, your skills will not, so as they develop with multiple attempts you will change, though you will not remember how it occurred.” 
 
    “This is the last step to becoming a Varkemma, though much will occur afterwards, should you make it through the transition. Be aware, this is not intended to be a short term test. You will try again and again, failing until you finally achieve that which you desire, or until you decide to quit. Once interfaced with the LITrpg you will have approximately 8 hours to make attempts, then you will disconnect and continue on with your training. There are many of these LITrpg interfaces hidden within the training courses, and the more you find, the more practice you will have. In order to begin, make physical contact with the obelisk and speak the word ‘Lightside.’” 
 
    The hologram disappeared, leaving Puar encircled by scurriers that were not attacking, but could do so easily if they chose as they patrolled around his position. But if they did, and rendered him unconscious, he’d just awaken in the hallway again, so he ignored them and sat on the dirt before this ‘LITrpg’ and respectfully reached his front left paw out and placed it on the glowing white crystalline structure that rose well above his head. 
 
    “Lightside,” he said in the Star Force language. 
 
    His body went rigid, held within a forcefield of some kind as gravity disappeared and his mind lost cohesion. He blacked out, but when he woke he found himself in the middle of a war zone. 
 
    He was wearing armor. Fully body armor with a gash across his helmet exposing part of his nose…which stung like hell. He was wounded, and soon other aspects of the scenario made their way into his mind…along with a ‘drunkening’ agent that made him loopy enough to believe this was real. 
 
    Puar forgot where he had been, about the training and Cal-com’s message. He thought he already was a Varkemma and deployed on the battlefield, with a huge swelling of pride in him as his mind crystalized and he realized where he was, along with his duty. 
 
    There was a bunker to the northeast that had been giving them all kinds of trouble the past three days, and many of his fellow soldiers lay dead beside him. Somehow he had survived and was now left for dead by both Star Force and the enemy…which was now fighting on the other side of the bunker a mile or so away. His team had tried to backdoor them and failed. They’d been ambushed and slaughtered…but he was still alive, and now the troops that had jumped them were gone to the northern conflict, leaving his objective open. 
 
    The bunker held an anti-orbital cannon, a small one, but it was enough to shoot down any of the evacuation ships attempting to leave the nearby Kleevan cities. Puar didn’t know what a Kleevan was, but his brain was in such a state that he didn’t question the little knowledge implanted there. It felt right so he went with it, and he knew that the Kleevan could not hold their defense lines against the Versarrin, and within a few weeks tops they would be overrun. 
 
    The Versarrin had brought in and secured this bunker closer enough to the cities to prevent aerial evacuation, but far enough away from their own limited defenses not to be contested. The Varkemma had been sent in to take out the heaviest of units while Star Force regulars helped the Kleevan hold onto their cities long enough to evacuate them…but so long as that bunker was in play they couldn’t take off, or they’d be dead before they left the atmosphere. 
 
    Puar didn’t ask why there were no orbital warships capable of taking out the bunker, or any other possible strategy. His mind was focused on this mission only, and he was determined to finish it no matter what. His fellow Varkemma and their support units lay dead around him. He was the only one left. But one was enough to get the job done. 
 
    He climbed to his feet, finding his body sore and stiff, but otherwise intact. The gash on his nose had not fully healed, but it was no longer leaking blood, though his nostrils smelled of it. The Trigorma walked past the dead, looking and listening for threats without using his active sensors. If they had left him for dead, he needed to stay that way, but there was no way to hide out in the open if someone was watching, so he didn’t waste time and took off at an awkward run towards the bunker partially hidden behind a field of tall rocks. 
 
    Puar dashed this way and that to get through them, then found the spot where the Varkemma had already damaged this side of the bunker. There was a huge hole in the armor in one location and one location only, and there were no enemy troops here at the moment, but the hole was obscured by a trio of indigenous pack animals that roamed the planet and stupidly didn’t avoid the fighting. Nothing would move them other than physical contact, and they were currently licking up some of the rubble that had come from the bunker. Something in the construction must have been tasty, or perhaps it was a side effect of the Essence attacks they’d used to break through the heavily armored wall. 
 
    Puar moved closer, enough to see the main generator through the hole. It had been off center so the initial attacks missed by half a meter, but he could get to it now. All he had to do was wedge himself inside the hole and tear up as much as he could… 
 
    Suddenly the Versarrin appeared around both sides of the bunker, a few hundred meters away to the right and another 400 to the left. The wolf-like enemies were half Puar’s size, but they were numerous and he knew he wasn’t going to be able to defeat them all. Some of their ranged attacks were already pinging off his shields and draining them of energy. If he fought them he’d lose his opportunity to take out the bunker’s power generator, and he didn’t have enough time to go down and slither through the breach…he had to take it out now from range. 
 
    He summoned up most of his remaining Essence, just shy of enough to kill him, and charged a Fruc’zo. The invisible energy in front of him pooled into a ball that he increased in size as his shields finally went down and his armor then began taking the hits, but he didn’t waiver. The mission was to evacuate the city, and with this bunker up that mission would fail. He had to take it down, even if it cost him his own life. 
 
    But he was not going to fail the others. If he was going to die with them, he’d ensure they all left the field of battle with a victory. 
 
    Puar held the charge as much as he could, not sure how much it would take to get through the gaps and knowing what hit the bunker’s shell would not penetrate, then just before his armor became critical and the Versarrin on his right got within melee range he launched the Fruc’zo as accurately as possible and had just enough time to see it blow apart the stupid animals in front of the breach. Their bodies disintegrated, as did the pieces of armor around the breach, but the part that slipped through got to the generator and tore a massive hole in it. 
 
    The giant gun on top, whose hum was unmissable, fell silent and depressed, now out of power. The Star Force troops in the city were now clear to get the evacuees out…at least until the bunker was repaired…and that meant Puar and his unit were successful. He braced himself for the attack from the right and turned into it, but justbbefore they got to his Essence depleted body everything froze in place.  
 
    The sounds of war stopped. The secondary explosions inside the bunker were frozen, as was the advance of the troops and even the far off combat in the cities. Everything just stopped, then Puar’s drunken mind heard a tone he knew and disliked immensely. It was the mission failed klaxon.  
 
    He didn’t understand. He’d just succeeded in their mission, and while his brain wasn’t operating enough to question how there would be a klaxon in the middle of a war with everything just halting, he got the impression that he had done something wrong…and as that settled in everything changed and his mind blanked again. 
 
    Puar woke up with a gash on his face amidst the bodies of his fallen Varkeema, left for dead with the bunker that was their mission exposed ahead of him and the Versarrin troops nowhere to be seen… 
 
      
 
    Puar replayed the same scenario over and over again, failing each time until his 77th attempt. When he got up to see the gash in the bunker with the pack animals in front of it and saw that he had no time to wait, that he had to fire on it now, something inside him held back. As if this was not the right way to do it. 
 
    He didn’t have time to think, but that feeling caused him to pause ever so slightly. His target was ahead, but it was obscured. Puar didn’t think the animals would soak up too much of the attack, but better to move them aside to maximize the damage. He reached out telekinetically and pushed them from the side. When they didn’t move he changed his wide ‘push’ into a needle-like ‘poke’ and that jolted them out of the way, though they didn’t move more than a handful of meters.  
 
    The Varkemma jabbed them again before charging a Fruc’zo and launching it into the bunker just before he got overrun by the Versarrin. His body tumbled as they ran into him and clawed away with energy cutters, burning gashes into his armor and he twisted and shot two of them with his paw-mounted weaponry, but he had no Essence remaining to defend himself with. That left him with regular combat, which Star Force had trained him well in, and if he was going to die here he was going to take as many of these enemy troops down with him as he could. 
 
    They twisted and rolled, firing weapon shots at pointblank range with several getting through to Puar’s body before he was yanked free of the scrum and tossed on the ground clear of them before they all dropped dead to an Essence effect that attacked their hearts directly, bypassing armor and shields, and it would have done to the same to Puar had he not been pulled free first. 
 
    He looked up from the ground at his fellow Varkemma Nostra, who was missing his entire right arm and part of his chest, but somehow he was still alive and had just saved Puar. 
 
    “Thank you, brother,” Puar said, dragging himself to his feet even as his body screamed out in protest. He had holes all over him, but his suit’s limited regenerator was at least sealing them up so he wouldn’t bleed to death. 
 
    “Well done with the bunker,” the Tidor said, standing still and looking as if he was about to die anyway. “I saw you move the critters aside first. It looks like a couple of them survived the explosion. Bonus points for that.” 
 
    “Should we call for pickup, or will that alert the enemy to our position?” 
 
    “I think they already know. Call them. My transmitter is down.” 
 
    Puar activated his comm with an automated request for pickup…then his mind lost cohesion again and he woke to freefall high in the sky above a desert planet, dropping fast towards the ground with a series of aerial enemies swirling around him and others in his unit, trying to pick them off before they could get to ground… 
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    Cal-com had received word that a special courier was coming in, one carrying something too sensitive to transmit, so he left his hidden command center in one of the Elcee’s flying cities and walked down to the vertical terminal the ship was sending a dropship to. He stood in front of a real observation window looking down at the surface of the Temple below and out across the curving horizon that never truly ended, though banks of clouds often tricked the eye into thinking so. 
 
    He was able to monitor ongoing events through his retracted armor, to which he kept a mental link, but most of his work in the Temple was done in isolation. He was still vulnerable to a Vargemma attack, or a Caretaker one, and while he had abandoned his shipbound isolation far above the range of the Temple’s mega turrets, he was still cautious about revealing himself. The Elcee cities were Star Force construction and the brainchild of Greg-073, though they didn’t see nearly as much activity here as they did in the other Temples. 
 
    Out of the 2934 Vargemma-occupied Temples, only 18 were in a peaceable state. All the others were ongoing wars against the Caretakers as Star Force had to continually struggle to keep from being removed while the Vargemma were perfectly happily sacrificing parts of their population so the rest could live. This was why they hadn’t been tagged for complete eradication when Star Force had been. Thankfully Kappa had not gone that route, but most of the others had and Star Force hadn’t backed down from a single fight. 
 
    As he waited, Cal-com reviewed the updates flowing into him, including the first Trigorma to discover the LITrpg, which was a relief. They had a lot of them stuck in limbo in their training because they were too regimented in their outlook. Part of it was a byproduct of old instincts, the rest was lack of proper training by the Vargemma. When they got a target lock on something they had the habit of excluding everything else and focusing on that objective alone. Analyzing the situation, let alone the justification for the action, had been evading them more than other races, so Cal-com was glad to see at least one had made it through. Now he’d have a successful template to use to better tweak the others’ training, and he was having to do the same for each one of the myriad Vargemma races they were pulling recruits from. 
 
    A one size fits all approach did not work here, and while he expected individual differences to have to troubleshoot, he did not expect such a wide array of racial peculiarities when they’d been living with each other in the Temple under the same Founder guidance for millions of years…yet these races were very different from each other, and bringing them up to Star Force standards was a massive task that he’d been whittling away at for decades. One more success today was welcomed, though the mystery courier had his full attention. 
 
    What would require secrecy so much that it couldn’t be transmitted over the secure battlemap comm network was a riddle, for very few things were that sensitive. All of the Vargemma Temples were now in Star Force hands, and other than the Caretakers persistent efforts to remove them, the war was over. The Vargemma were pinned down and unable to strike at Star Force systems, let alone leave the Temples. Naval supremacy was what allowed Star Force to keep them bottled up, though none of the Vargemma had been fully annexed. They were too powerful, in most cases, and even the weaker races could not be brought into the fold given the Essence powers that most of them possessed, for turning your back on them for even a second could mean your death…and in a situation like that it wasn’t safe for the Star Force handlers and trainers. 
 
    So a different method had to be utilized, and Cal-com had been working on that above and beyond the Varkemma, which were the first line solution. Meanwhile the Vargemma races sat, contained, out of the way as Star Force slowly sent ships back out into the galaxy as Paladin forces grew to replace them inside the Temples. 
 
    But the Paladin couldn’t use Essence, so Greg had come up with a shortcut. The Temples had the ability to cause an individual to gain Essence abilities, to break the barrier the first time, and the trailblazer had been using it in mass quantities in the Liona Temple, where a local Vargemma race called the Zevquen were actually helping him utilize the machinery that Star Force still hadn’t earned its way to yet. 
 
    From Liona, Greg was creating an army of Star Force troops that could utilize a tiny bit of their Essence, then he was sending them off to the other Temples to train and develop their skills in these Elcee flying cities. It hadn’t taken long for Cal-com to discover the meaning behind the name, for it was literally the pronunciation of two letters. ‘L’ and ‘C.’ 
 
    Knowing their penchant for old school naming, he’d done a search and had come up empty until he tried variations, eventually arriving at ‘GLC’ which stood for ‘Green Lantern Corps.’ The old fictional story was surprisingly accurate when matched up against Essence technology, including the use of personal wells.  
 
    To overcome their rookie status, the Elcee wore a ring that contained a reservoir of Essence far greater than their body could hold on its own. This gave them the ability to train 1000 times faster than naturally, for they wouldn’t have to rest up to recharge. Each Elcee city, in addition to roaming the uninhabited regions of the Temples, contained a central well…or in this case ‘Lantern’…that was periodically recharged by Magicite tankers coming from the Uriti. The Essence inside it was used to power the city defenses, including a large Essence defense shield and some juiced up weapons in addition to the regular ones, but it was also used to recharge the Elcee’s personal rings whenever needed. 
 
    The goal of the Elcee was to create a force that could counter the Vargemma inside the Temples without having to wait millions of years to catch up, and secondary to that, was to advance their skill levels enough to unlock the various technologies inside the Temples that only the Vargemma could currently use…and some that even they could not. 
 
    Currently it was Elcee that were used as handlers for the Varkemma recruits, due to the fact that they could defend themselves. To date only two had died, but even that was too many. The Vargemma coming in were rough, and some of them were not convertible. A few had joined in the hopes of finding and killing some Star Force personnel, which the rest of the Vargemma had no physical access to, and they’d been able to evade mental scans on entry, meaning they’d practiced a long time in preparation. 
 
    Most of those attempts failed to kill the Elcee, but two had succeeded amongst hundreds of injuries. That only underscored how dangerous the Vargemma were, and how there was no way to take control of the Temple surface as long as they were here. Not through any quick means, anyway, and that meant Cal-com had to play the long game.  
 
    It also meant he couldn’t let the Vargemma know where he was, so he lived in one Elcee city or another as they roamed Kappa Temple and he ran all of Star Force’s affairs here remotely. After this special courier arrived he would switch again, just in case the Vargemma deduced that it was coming to him out of all the other traffic, most of which did not come to the Elcee cities. 
 
    The dropship coming in was a larger Dragon-class, and ironically what came out of it was just that…a dragon. Or more specifically a Les’i’kron. They were the rarest amongst the Knight races in Star Force, for none had voluntarily come over to the Rimward half of the combined ‘empire’ rather than face execution for their V’kit’no’sat crimes. They’d rather die than join Star Force, and the only way they’d been included in the Knight races was by the smuggling of some Les’i’kron eggs out to them.  
 
    It hadn’t been theft on Star Force’s part, but an act of the V’kit’no’sat in an underhanded fashion that Cal-com was never told the full extent of. The end result was that the Les’i’kron had joined Star Force, and from what he understood their inclusion had not been a pleasant process. Their minds had been so mal-configured to make them useful servants that undoing all that genetic twisting was an ongoing process. 
 
    These weren’t the same as the V’kit’no’sat Les’i’kron, and they weren’t the same as the Zak’de’ron. These Star Force Les’i’kron were slowly becoming something else, and were reliable to a fault…which was part of the problem. They didn’t think as much for themselves as they should, and Star Force needed more than just loyal servants.  
 
    Yet Cal-com had been told they were reliable enough for defensive duty and paired attacks, but not enough to operate as an independent faction yet. Their healing would take a great amount of time, though the individuals already within Star Force were judged on their own personal status, and some of them had overcome the limitations of their genome…just not enough to warrant group privileges.  
 
    The one stepping out into the city hangar was not known to Cal-com, but his Star Force blue skin and large winged body made for an intimidating sight, and that was probably an additional security mechanism. Who would expect one so large to be a courier? And who would try and take a message packet off of one so lethal, for the Saroto’kanse’vam on the Les’i’kron’s tail had not been removed by Star Force, and their ability to enact a scorpion-like attack with it made them a formidable opponent against large scale and heavily armored opponents. 
 
    I am here, Cal-com said telepathically so the Les’i’kron could identify him in the busy hangar full of hundreds of tiny people moving about from his point of view. 
 
    I must speak with you alone, he replied. 
 
    Follow, Cal-com commanded, turning about and leading the large dragon down a hallway that had been built just high enough for the tallest of the Star Force races to move through. Not all passages were so large, for they were a waste of space if you didn’t have the larger body sizes residing here, but all Star Force facilities of decent size had at least limited areas built to accommodate everyone, and it was into one of those sections of the city that Cal-com led the courier into a park-like area with a high dome as he used his armor to signal all within it to clear out. 
 
    It took a couple minutes, then security doors shut off all the entrances to give Cal-com and the Les’i’kron the privacy they needed. 
 
    “We’re secure now,” the Voku said, looking up at the giant blue snout above him. 
 
    “I bring news from Thrawn. He has succeeded in locating one of the primary control centers for Alpha Temple and has fought his way inside. Paladin techs have successfully hacked their way into the Founder mainframe and taken control over a sector of the Temple. All Caretaker units in that location now operate under Thrawn’s command.” 
 
    “How was this achieved?” Cal-com asked, realizing what this could mean…especially with the limited Founder contacts Jason had made out in the Shadow network.  
 
    “Founder technology is not wholly superior to ours beyond Essence. Thrawn has been working on this for a long time, and his people now have a firm understanding of their computer technology. Sufficient safeguards were not put in place, probably due to the fact the Founders never expected anyone to reach the control rooms alive. They were extremely well guarded and many Paladin died to take the one. The rest of us provided support and were spared most of the casualties.” 
 
    “You fought the Caretakers?” 
 
    “I did. And now I bring the codes required for you to access much of this Temple. Thrawn does not know if they are unique to Alpha, but hopes they are not.” 
 
    “Where are the control rooms?” 
 
    “They migrate through the magma layer periodically and rise up along docking stations that the Caretakers build where necessary and then backfill after they move. In this way there is no one location that can be discovered and assaulted, but each control room only migrates through a specific region of the Temple. Within it, no remote access can override its sector. Thrawn now has a safe zone inside Alpha, and is using the Caretaker drones built and deployed there to fight those being dispatched from other sectors.” 
 
    “Can he not assert command over the others once they enter his sector?” 
 
    “Unfortunately no. When it was determined that a control room had been taken, the Temple reconfigured all Caretaker military operations to zonal command. Other functions have not been affected and maintenance duties are now being taken over by foreign zones when Thrawn redeployed his sector’s drones to other tasks.” 
 
    “And if his drones leave his sector?” 
 
    “They are still under his command. The war for Alpha has taken a turn in our favor, and it is only a matter of time until Thrawn conquers it all.” 
 
    “What about the orbital facilities?” 
 
    “They have their own sector protocols which operate differently. We have not figured out how yet. There is much work to be done, but Thrawn wanted all other Temples to have the knowledge to do the same, though in your case you may not want to risk it. Regardless, I have the Founder codes for many installations that you should be able to input locally before you find a control room.” 
 
    “Is there a procedure for locating them?” 
 
    “There is, but with a randomized function to it. They are not meant to be found easily, even by the Founders.” 
 
    “Does Thrawn have access to the Essence wells?” 
 
    “Within his sector, yes. Including the mega turrets. He has the Caretakers repairing them while continuing to snipe the repair efforts of others. The Vargemma don’t realize it, but they will be powering Star Force’s own weapons soon.” 
 
    “Any response from the Founders?” 
 
    “None yet. And Thrawn’s people have found no automated alert sent to them. The control rooms have autonomy while other systems are automated with alert flags. He believes this is the backdoor method for them to override any incursion or to make alterations to the Temple without revealing themselves to the Vargemma. Either way, there is no known oversight on the control rooms themselves. They are the High Ground, and now Thrawn has seized one of them.” 
 
    “How many in total?” 
 
    “There are 2048 sectors.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of fighting to do.” 
 
    “He is up to the task.” 
 
    “Is there any indication of a master control room?” 
 
    “We believe there deliberately was not one created, due to the size of the Temples. A single weak point would be too much of a security risk.” 
 
    “Agreed. Are you the only courier?” 
 
    “I will travel to many Temples, but not all. That would take too much time. Thrawn wanted the information and codes dispersed quickly,” the Les’i’kron said, reaching out an armored toe on his front right leg. 
 
    Cal-com extended the armor over his left arm and reached out, making armor to armor contact and allowing the most secure transmission mode possible, downloading the message packet onto his own system and keeping it secure there without transmitting out into the wider battlemap, or even the city database. 
 
    “Packet received,” Cal-com confirmed.  
 
    “Use it wisely. Kappa is the shining example all other Temples wish to follow. I would not wish to see the Caretaker War rise up here.” 
 
    “Nor do I. What is your name?” 
 
    The Les’i’kron smiled, then began to turn away. “I was never here, Reclaimer.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Cal-com said as the large quadruped left the park and headed back to the hangar, apparently leaving immediately to travel to the next Temple on his list. He let him go and turned around, heading for a different hangar where he would hop on regular transit elsewhere and bounce from place to place until he landed at a new location. His possession of this information made him an even more high value target, and while he didn’t think the Vargemma had any way of knowing about the message packet, he wasn’t going to get careless. 
 
    He had to wait a while before a dropship carrying supplies came in and he hitched a ride on its way back, taking a seat in the small passenger compartment while the pilots and crew carried out their duties.  
 
    Cal-com sat back in the cushions and triggered his visor to double as a viewscreen, pulling up the message packet and beginning to carefully go through it and all the valuable nuggets of wisdom and code that Thrawn had packed inside…and the Supreme Viceroy did not disappoint in quality or quantity. 
 
    This was the key to wresting control of Kappa away from the distant Founders, and one he would have to wield carefully, but in the end he and the other Temple overlords had to take control of these massive fortresses before their builders returned to evict them.  
 
    That war was coming, hopefully later than sooner, but based on the actions in Itaru by Eldorat and Jason’s work, at least some of the Temple builders were not to be trusted. And Cal-com didn’t want to be sitting inside a giant death trap when they returned to take control over it…for as Thrawn’s information was now showing him, there was a lot more Temple weaponry buried under the surface than anyone had ever imagined. 
 
    Enough to destroy every single person inside the Temple in a matter of hours if triggered. 
 
    The Vargemma were literally living inside a giant death trap at the mercy of their benefactors, and now large numbers of Star Force personnel had joined them. Too many to evacuate quick enough to matter. Cal-com had to take control over his Temple before a Founder had a chance to use it. That was the only way to protect those inside, for most would never leave the Temple even if they wanted to. The Essence costs were simply too high to transport that many people, and he couldn’t use the spatial tap to transport people without the Essence barrier shield coming down first.  
 
    He’d always known how dangerous the Vargemma and the Caretakers were, but Cal-com had never realized he had taken up residence inside a weapon of mass destruction. One that could eliminate everyone inside and then remake the landscape over again as needed. It seemed the Founders didn’t trust the Vargemma as much as he thought, and now it seemed clear that this wasn’t so much a training ground as an Essence farm for the Founders. And if the herds got too much out of control, there was a mechanism to wipe the slate clean and start all over again. 
 
    Cal-com froze as he realized something. Had the Vargemma fought to protect their own and triggered an eradication order against them as well as Star Force, then that would leave no one inside Alpha Temple and the others to be salvaged. That meant the unscrupulous Vargemma might be the only thing preventing the other Temples from eradicating Star Force with a single, all-encompassing attack. 
 
    Cal-com deactivated his visor and looked out one of the fake windows in the transport, seeing the gently sloping distant landscape that rose to fill the sky where stars should have been. He’d almost forget what they looked like, but now he wished to see them again. Stars meant safety. This never ending landscape meant a foreign power had him and everyone else in Kappa living at their mercy.  
 
    That could not be allowed to stand. Either they had to abandon Kappa Temple or conquer it. And there were too many people here to evacuate.  
 
    That meant there was only one resolution to this, and a potentially very deadly one at that if Cal-com made a misstep…or if the Founders returned before he gained full control of this Temple.  
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    Puar dug into the ground next to a tree, shoveling the dirt out between his rear legs as he exposed a metallic hatch, then had to stop for a moment as he telekinetically crunched a flying drone that started to pepper his rear with tiny stun shots. When it stopped he returned to digging, knowing that the rest of the swarm would be soon to follow. This wasn’t the first time he’d uncovered this hatch, and knew from experience that he had to be fast. 
 
    When he got the dirt off he grabbed the bar on top and pulled with both paws, getting it up a few inches, then added a telekinetic shove to get the stubborn thing all the way open…which was only up to a vertical position. It wouldn’t fold over the other way, and if he let go it would slam back down again, for it was on a spring.  
 
    Puar got shot again, this time from multiple targets, but he ignored them as he dove down head first, tucking his tail so it didn’t get caught as the hatch slammed back into place as he slid down a tunnel for several hundred meters before being thrown out into a small alcove with two tunnels leading out of it. 
 
    But in the center of that alcove was another white obelisk, which was his real objective. He’d found 4 so far amongst his training courses, and each time he finished with one it would not allow him to try again until he left. Puar never remembered what happened, seeming to touch the crystalline surface and speak the word ‘Lightside,’ then blacking out for a second.  
 
    But in the space of that second 8 hours passed, or so he was told. The clocks didn’t lie, but he had no idea if he was making progress or not, only that he had to hunt for more obelisks because he couldn’t repeat the same challenge course over and over again. His trainers determined which ones he used and when, so the more of these obelisks he could find the more time he’d have for this LITrpg testing, which had no definition in any of the Star Force databases he had access to. As far as those databanks were concerned, such a thing didn’t exist. 
 
    It was having an effect though. He couldn’t remember it, but he was building new skills that would suddenly appear when he was doing something else. Puar had to have been practicing them a great deal, but to him it felt like they were being gained for free. All he had to do was find the obelisks and he would come up with better mental and tactical skills…but not physical. If this was a computer simulation then it would only affect his mind, which, he assumed, was why he was still doing the physical training regimen.  
 
    Puar liked it. He was probably working his tail off in these simulations but he couldn’t remember it. It just felt like a time skip for him, so now his objective was to find more obelisks in new courses and to return to the ones he already had discovered whenever he repeated those training cycles. Fortunately they didn’t move, but the cover on the hatch to this one was always reburied when he came back through again. 
 
    The Trigorma sat and put his paw on the obelisk. 
 
    “Lightside,” he spoke, then a moment later he blinked and that was it. Physically he was a little stiff and his mind groggy, but that’s all there was to it. Puar stood up and stretched, then took one of the two tunnels out towards what would be another water course…but that was better than the mountain climbing on the other one.  
 
    Normally he would never have made that choice, so he wondered if there wasn’t simulated water training involved. His fear of it appeared to have lessened, though he still hated it. It was, however, the shorter route to the end of this challenge course, and the more time he had to hunt for other obelisks the better… 
 
      
 
    Puar stood on the battlefield along with several other Trigorma, and he felt a heavy hatred shared by the others. Before them stood an Archon, one of the leaders of the Star Force military. He was leading them through the jungle to a position behind the Hadarak main assault so they could get at one of the subsurface tunnels that was spewing up more and more minions to attack the far off city where Star Force was holding the line as evacuation ships buzzed overhead moving to and from orbit. 
 
    They were far away from them. Too far to get help if they got in over their heads…and too far for anyone to stop them if they finally wanted to take revenge for what Star Force had done to the Temples and the Vargemma. Puar and the others had been patiently waiting for their opportunity, playing along and doing everything Star Force wanted them to do until they had a chance to exact the revenge that they could not do inside the Temples with all Star Force personnel safely hidden in their own cities or orbit.  
 
    They were wise to do so, for there were many who would gladly sacrifice themselves to Caretaker punishment in exchange for taking down one of their people, let alone an Archon…and there were no Caretakers here. 
 
    When I say, I will jam his communications. We must act instantly, for he will know, one of the others said telepathically to the group.  
 
    Puar felt the hatred for the Archon, but something wasn’t right. He sensed the opportunity and the need to act as one with his pack, but attacking from behind in a surprise attack was hardly the act of a warrior. 
 
    The others walked up closer to the Archon, who was scanning ahead while trusting the Trigorma to watch his back. They had to catch the minions during a pause in their reinforcements, or they’d never get to the tunnel entrance in time to block it before being met with overwhelming numbers. They had to time it just right…and the Trigorma had to time this just right as well. 
 
    Puar twitched, not liking the others doing his thinking for him. He moved with them, but mentally ran what they were going to do through his logic circuits…and it came out all wrong. He was a Varkemma, and suddenly the words Reganno had first spoken to him came to mind. 
 
    “…before we trust you to fight alongside us, we must know you are trustworthy. You and the other Vargemma have many Essence skills, amongst psionics and natural abilities. You could easily kill one of us who was not paying attention, and there are many Vargemma who would gladly do so once they were beyond the realm of the Caretakers…” 
 
    Stop, he told the others, but they ignored him as they set themselves to pounce. He could see it in their stance as well as feel the telepathic connection they made just prior to a strike so they would all act with the same timing. 
 
    Puar snarled and tackled the Trigorma to the right while throwing an Essence-enhanced telekinetic wall into the one closest to the Archon. When he did all hesitation and confusion in his mind ceased, and he wondered why he had ever been tempted to help these traitors.  
 
    The Archon snapped around the moment Puar attacked, just in time to defend himself as the two cats twisted and slashed at each other with glowing cutting claws. Their shields went down quickly and Puar had to waste a good amount of Essence to finally push his kin off him through the air, allowing both to reset their footing, but in that moment an Essence attack from the others was thrown at him before he could raise an Essence shield against it. 
 
    The Archon stepped into view and blocked it, turning his back fully on Puar and giving the Trigorma a second chance to blindside him, but the thought didn’t even go through his mind. He set himself and jumped over the Archon, coming down with full Essence powers enabled and ready to kill his kin if necessary as he put himself in between them and their prey.  
 
    “Stand down or I will kill you myself!” he declared.  
 
    Before he could act he blacked out, and suddenly he was pawing the white obelisk again, feeling a little drained but having no memory of what happened. Yet he had a swelling of pride in him for some reason, and he hoped that was because he had been successful. 
 
    Puar broke contact with the obelisk and moved on up a nearby trail towards the swamplands that lay between him and the tower assault this course required him to make before finding and pressing the finish pedestal, but he never got that far. A few minutes up the trail he stopped as he sensed someone else on the trail ahead.  
 
    That shouldn’t have happened, for the only others in the training courses were machines, but as he cautiously approached around a bend he saw Reganno sitting on a boulder waiting for him. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Puar asked. 
 
    “I am here to divert you,” the Protovic said, pointing a glowing hand off into the woods. “Follow me.” 
 
    Puar did as instructed, following his handler through the underbrush where no trail led. Eventually they came to a rock wall that dissolved into a tunnel entrance at Reganno’s gesture. The two went inside and the rock sealed over behind them, with Puar becoming very curious as to where they were going. Were there two obelisks in this level? 
 
    “You have completed your training, Puar,” Reganno said, gesturing towards a round platform in the center of the room at the end of the tunnel. “Stand there.” 
 
    Puar felt a rush of adrenaline and pride. This was totally unexpected, yet it was what he had been working towards for months. He thought he was far from ready, but apparently he had been doing far better in his hidden mental training than he had guessed.  
 
    He walked up onto the stone-like platform and stood dead center, looking around at the dozen statues that lined the perimeter of the room. They were three times his height, and all were Vargemma races from the Temples…but not just races. He knew these individuals. All Vargemma did. They were first to become Varkemma and were known as heroes amongst the Temple underground…as well as reviled by those who still hated Star Force. 
 
    “Each Vargemma has a choice, Puar. To continue to oppose us, or join us in the fight against the Hadarak. Though you don’t know it, your loyalties have been made clear through your simulated training. You will never recover those memories, so it will forever be a mystery to you, but let me attest to the fact that we no longer doubt that you are one of us in spirit. Now you will become one of us in fact as well.” 
 
    Reganno pulled a spear from the hand of one of the statues and brought it over to Puar, pointing the end of it towards him.  
 
    “I, Reganno, of the Elcee, do hereby sanction the elevation of this warrior into the ranks of the Varkemma. To fight, and perhaps die, defending the galaxy against the Hadarak and all others who embrace the darkside. The Varkemma are a breed of the light, and the light shall never be betrayed by one of them. If you accept this responsibility, grasp the spear and take their mark.” 
 
    Puar exhaled slowly, then reached his left paw up and slid the spear between toes, not having an actual thumb to hold something with. When he did so his paw locked to the spear, numbing slightly, as a glowing silver icon was tattooed onto the top of his fur…though on closer inspection he saw that it was his fur that was actually changing color to produce the Star Force symbol wrapped inside a sphere, representing the Temples from which all Varkemma originated. 
 
    When his paw unnumbed, Reganno withdrew the spear and placed it back into the statue’s hand.  
 
    “Training is over. The war is going poorly, and we’re losing many evacuees because we can’t get to them fast enough. When the V’kit’no’sat abandoned the front the Hadarak began to spread much more quickly, and their advance has only been accelerating since. We need as many Varkemma as we can get there, now, to stem the tide long enough to save more lives. Are you ready for this, Puar?” 
 
    “I have been waiting for this my entire life,” he said confidently. “Send me to the Hadarak.” 
 
    Reganno nodded. “Good. But first we need to get you equipped. In order to maximize your damage all Varkemma carry an Essence ring,” he said, holding up his hand for emphasis. “We can fashion one for your toes, ankles, neck, or a crown. But many quadrupeds have opted for an imbedded jewel on their bodies. How would you like to carry yours?” 
 
    “It is best if I cannot be parted from it. Can it be melded to my skull?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Just above my eyes and between, assuming it is strong enough to survive a head butt?” 
 
    “It’s not a melee weapon, but it’s designed to take a hit when needed,” Reganno said as he walked to a section of wall that melted away for him, revealing an array of rings and other silver jewel-bearing items. He withdrew one along with a small circular regenerator, then walked back over to the platform where Puar stood.  
 
    “Kneel,” he said, prompting the larger cat to dip his head down low enough for the Elcee to reach, then he proceeded to place the jewel exactly where Puar had indicated. After a brief moment of numbing he withdrew, carrying the regenerator with him as the jewel now remained. 
 
    Reganno waved a hand and a shimmering mirror appeared before Puar, allowing him to inspect his new addition. 
 
    “Is this satisfactory?” 
 
    “It is indeed,” Puar said, his heart swelling with pride. “How do I charge it?” 
 
    “Touch it to the Essence source and you will be able to draw any amount needed over a matter of seconds. Be advised, it is more than just a Magicite. It is also a Materia.” 
 
    “A weapon?” 
 
    “Yes. It will allow you certain skills that you may or may not already possess,” Reganno said, raising his own fist towards one of the statues that carried a shield, and from his ring he fired a green beam into it. The shield was apparently more than just statue, because it caught the beam and absorbed it without taking any damage.  
 
    “You have to be able to operate it using Essence, but you will learn quickly enough. It can be used with your own Essence as well, though keep that as a last resort.” 
 
    Puar closed his eyes, feeling the mental connection to it…as well as the knowledge of how to use it.  
 
    “I already know how,” he declared. 
 
    “Knowing and doing are two different things. You will get some practice on the way to the front,” he said, snapping his fingers. 
 
    The platform Puar was on began to rise as a hole in the ceiling formed, but Reganno was not coming with him. 
 
    “Good luck, Varkemma. Remember that if you die, you fail all future missions. So keep yourself alive in order to do maximum damage.” 
 
    Puar nodded, then Reganno was out of view as the shaft overhead obscured the chamber below. His rate of ascension increased until the walls were whipping by at a rapid pace. He didn’t dare touch them, not at this speed, but he wondered if there was a shield there to protect the occupant. 
 
    Suddenly the movement shifted to lateral, without him feeling the transition. That meant he was inside an IDF field at least, nulling out acceleration forces as he was carried far away from his previous position. So far in fact it took more than half an hour to arrive at his destination…which was a hangar with numerous dropships in the process of boarding.  
 
    “You with the paws, over here, now!” a Star Force Calavari said, pointing one of his four hands towards a ramp into a ship.  
 
    Puar did as told, seeing other Vargemma around him coming from tunnels such as his as a larger group was assembling to the right. He was not directed there, but into a dropship that, upon entering, he saw was nearly full of people…all of which had the Varkemma symbol somewhere conspicuous on their bodies, as well as their silver jewels. 
 
    His jaw almost dropped. Were new Varkemma being created this fast? He knew the Temple was vast, but he had no idea so many were being recruited beyond the Trigorma. Was his race restricted in number due to their population? Or perhaps there were other variables. Regardless, it seemed they were being shipped out as soon as they were knighted, and something about that felt appropriate to Puar, as well as a little bit desperate.  
 
    Reganno had said many people were dying because Star Force couldn’t get to them in time, and it seemed they were not going to waste any lives by having the new Varkemma linger here.  
 
    Puar squeezed in amongst the others, packed too tightly to even sit down, as a few more followed him in, then the boarding ramp rose up and they lifted off, leaving him and many members of other races…some of which had been rivals…packed together into a nightmare situation. 
 
    But nobody fought each other. There wasn’t even any arguing or tension in the air. Everyone was looking around at each other, recognizing the fact that they had all been chosen to become Varkemma when the rest of the Temple had not been. They were of the same race now. The race of the silver jewel, and they were part of Star Force, heading to war to fight side by side in the destiny they had always been promised when the Founders returned, yet Star Force was getting them there far quicker. 
 
    The galaxy demanded it, and Puar and his new kin were ready to answer that call.  
 
    They were Varkemma now, and while they didn’t know a great deal about what that meant, they would learn in time, for Puar knew the front was far, far away. And if they did their job, they’d keep it there and away from the Rim and the Temples.  
 
    His destiny was no longer here. It was out there, where the fighting was, and that transition was one he never thought he’d experience. The Temple had been his life, now it was his past, and he sensed all the others felt the same way. The future lay ahead, amongst the stars they had never seen, but would soon become acquainted with as a constant backdrop to life. A very dangerous and unpredictable backdrop. And one without the Caretakers to look after and police them. 
 
    They were the protectors now, and Puar truly hoped he never returned to the Temple and his old life. This is what he was destined to become, and even if the war was won and the Hadarak defeated, he would not be coming back to the Temple.  
 
    And he suspected the others felt the same. 
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    December 2, 128690 
 
    Uriti Preserve #8 
 
    Stogori System 
 
      
 
    Puar had spent the better part of a month onboard a Star Force Lantern-class transport, but the ship had enough weapon batteries on it to make it a warship as far as the Vargemma were concerned. From what he’d learned so far studying the infinitely large Star Force database now available to him was that there were no unarmed ships within the empire. Everything could defend itself to some extent, and the 18 mile long beast he now rode in was well equipped to do just that. 
 
    It had a mix of ranged, short, and point defense weaponry, but the bulk of the interior space was not devoted to carrying weapons or their ammunition. It was to carry troops along with a massive Essence well buried under 18 layers of armor plating, and that wasn’t even counting what protected the ship itself.  
 
    That well was empty, with Puar and the other Varkemma onboard drawing recharges from a portable secondary ‘lantern’ in one of the cargo bays. The ship itself was new, and all those like it in the war zone were not returning to the Rim to pick up new Varkemma. New ships were being built as fast, if not faster, than Cal-com was providing the elite troops, so this ship hadn’t had a chance to fill up on Essence yet, because apparently the Temples were not the source of it for Star Force. 
 
    He’d always assumed they were producing the Essence themselves or somehow syphoning it off from the Temple’s own reserves, for they’d never touched the racial wells. If they had the Vargemma would have thrown this Temple into a full blown war against the Caretakers in order to defend them, as they had in others, but it seemed Star Force didn’t need to steal Essence from the Vargemma or the Temples at all…because they had a much better source for it. 
 
    Puar couldn’t believe what he was witnessing as the ship he rode in slowly moved up near a giant space beast twice the size of his vessel. There were others here too, though smaller and spread across the system. This was what Star Force called a ‘Uriti Preserve’ and it was mostly off limits to the public, but what the public didn’t know was that the giant beasts that descended from Hadarak had the ability to use one and only one Essence ability…and that was to donate.  
 
    The Warden-class Hadarak also had this ability, which few in the galaxy knew, and it had apparently bred true when a race called the Chixzon captured a Hadarak and experimented on it…as crazy as that sounded. But the end result was before Puar, and looking at the monster he was glad Star Force had discovered a means to, at first, control them, but now they were true allies and willingly donating Essence to the war effort on such a massive scale that it dwarfed what the entire Vargemma population could produce for the Temples.  
 
    The mass of these creatures alone was staggering, and with all that body having to have Essence fixing it to the person inside meant the Uriti had a huge amount to work with, but every time they donated some their Essence pool would become larger the same way the Vargemma adapted with training. He didn’t know how long the Uriti had been used in this manner, perhaps thousands of years, and during that time their ability to produce Essence would have grown with experience and body size, for apparently they never stopped growing larger. 
 
    That was why this one, known as ‘Pacman,’ was so much larger than the others. It had been one of the original Uriti recovered from their hidden prisons within the galaxy. The smaller ones were then bred asexually from the larger ones, and each was identical to its spawn, giving Star Force a variety of designs. This one was a large disc with a section missing out of it, and within the wedge of empty space was a massive biological weapon that could kill, or at least severely damage, Puar’s ship with a single shot. 
 
    All the Uriti had weapons, unlike the Warden Hadarak. He’d wondered why they weren’t deployed to fight in the war until he came across a notation that said Uriti viewed the Hadarak as their kin and became deeply conflicted when forced to fight them. So much so that some, under the previous control of the Zak’de’ron, had started to go insane. Because of that, Star Force was keeping them away from the Hadarak, but they were contributing greatly to the war effort simply by producing Essence for others, like Puar, to use almost without restriction. 
 
    The thought of that was crazy. He’d spent his entire life learning how to apportion his own Essence, giving some to the Temple as was required, some to his race, and to devote the rest to his personal training without taxing himself to the point where he became incapacitated. But the ability to pull from a well so large you didn’t have to worry about expending it all would give him insane combat capabilities.  
 
    Him and the others onboard. There were no Elcee here to instruct them. Instead there was a single Archon, and one that couldn’t use Essence. Reganno hadn’t been kidding when he said that if they could become Varkemma they would be fully trusted. No one onboard could operate the Essence equipment for the well except them, and that meant no one had any defense against Essence attack should any of them betray the trust given to them. 
 
    Puar thought that was unwise, but it was also comforting. He wasn’t being given probational status. This was his home now, and no one was going to be looking at him for possible betrayal. Whatever had occurred in the Temples apparently stayed in the Temples, and it seemed that anyone not worthy of complete trust would never be let outside them. 
 
    There was one veteran Varkemma here, to operate the Lantern, but it was the Archon that was instructing them on what was to come and continuing their training…for even a troop ship such as this held chambers exclusively for training. There were no widespread challenge courses like he’d been using in Redemption, but any skill he sought to work on had the apparatus for it here…including a few for Essence abilities.  
 
    Puar had been staying away from those for the most part, in order not to consume much Essence that they all had to share, but now that they were in the Preserve to get fully loaded up, the Archon had instructed them to devote at least a small portion of each day to making sure their Essence skills were well practiced and familiar. As for any heavy training, he promised they’d get plenty of it on the battlefield, so they needed to work on strengthening their bodies and stamina for what was to come most of all. 
 
    Right now no one was training. All were gathered around viewing portals or holographic terminals so they could see the refueling process. Their ship was coming so very close to the Uriti that it obscured most of their vision above, leaving the starfield visible below. Puar still wasn’t used to being able to see in all directions, feeling like he would start falling and never stop, but for the moment it was the dark gray Uriti that dominated the exterior view. 
 
    Puar blinked as his Essence vision kicked in without him even trying to activate it. A surge so large and powerful leapt from the Uriti to the center of the ship, with the bleed off hitting him and the others onboard like a wave of mist…but a wave that they could absorb a bit of themselves. 
 
    He did just that, sucking it in and sending it to his forehead jewel, for his body was already full. In training they didn’t expend their own, because drawing from the jewel caused an over surge in their body that actually increased their maximum capacity more than regular training. It also meant that they’d be at full power if something damaged their personal well and it bled off its contents in a matter of seconds.  
 
    That was a worry, but it would take a direct hit to do that. And a direct hit to his forehead would kill him, so if the jewel took the hit and saved his life it was worth the loss. Plus he’d still have his full body’s worth of Essence to fight with after that, so jewel usage had become the primary protocol amongst the Varkemma in training, though they did expend some of their own to recharge it afterwards, then let a good night’s sleep replenish the small amount their body lost and bring them back up to full power.  
 
    But what was happening now was mindboggling. The Uriti wasn’t trying to target him or the others. The beam of Essence coming from it to the ship was so massive this was just a byproduct of it and the glare to his Essence vision was blinding. Fortunately it couldn’t damage his sight, but if someone nearby him was charging an attack to kill him with he never would have known until it was too late. 
 
    The beam was heading straight into the ship’s well and charging it. Holograms all over the ship lit up showing the status, and it was moving very slowly. The ‘Lantern’ in the ship must have been designed to hold a massive amount, and he wondered just how much the Uriti would be able to donate…but to his surprise the beam never stopped during the 18+ minutes it took to charge the well, and when it finally hit 100% the beam ceased, giving Puar a newfound respect for the Uriti and the Hadarak. They were truly beyond the Vargemma in terms of Essence powers, and it was no wonder the Founders had told them not to engage the Hadarak until they returned. 
 
    But Star Force was anyway, and they had these massive Essence-wielding beasts on their side. He didn’t know if that would be enough, but it would certainly give him and the others a fighting chance. He was eager to see what else Star Force had developed to fight the Uriti, and as soon as the ship accelerated away from Pacman he immediately went to the database to look. 
 
    He should have done so sooner, but with everything going on he’d been focused on what the Varkemma would be doing…not what the rest of Star Force could do. And he immediately realized how well prepared this Empire was, as opposed to the Vargemma, who only really had Olopar to work with against the larger Hadarak. 
 
    Star Force had them too, with several manned by Varkemma already engaged on the front. But they also had various ships of their own designs to fight them, and some that didn’t use Essence. That staggered Puar, for how could one kill a Hadarak without using Essence?  
 
    But they could. Not easily, but they could. And some of their weapon systems were truly impressive, not only because of their kill power, but because Star Force could combine the already massive damage with an Essence upgrade and create unimaginable powerful tools of destruction. More so than the Vargemma ever had, because they had always relied on pure Essence attack technology. The Founders had never given them hybrid devices, but Star Force had apparently developed them on their own. 
 
    And Star Force’s technology was better than what the Vargemma had, by far. So blending it with Essence made them so damn powerful he wondered why they hadn’t just wiped out the Vargemma in the first place…then he immediately laughed at himself once that thought fully processed. The reason they hadn’t wasn’t because they couldn’t, but because they wouldn’t. Until he’d gone through the LITrpg training…whatever it was…he couldn’t have understood that, but now it was clear. Star Force fought not to obliterate their opponents, but to defeat them. Even if ‘defeat’ was the harder option. 
 
    And if this empire shied away from harder options, then they’d never have been prosecuting this war. They’d have retreated inside the Temples and ridden it out with the Vargemma, but there wasn’t a hint of surrender in these people, and Puar liked that. He liked that a lot. 
 
    Not far from the Uriti Preserve they came to a system like many others, but instead of jumping on to the next they made a microjump out beyond the system’s edge…to a massive construct that had enough of its own gravity field for them to brake against. Puar knew what this was without having to look it up. It was a Grid Point Nexus, and yet another piece of Star Force technology that did not require Essence. 
 
    It was a magnetic jump platform, and it would allow them to travel far faster than you could with normal gravity drives. They’d have to hitch a ride on a much bigger carrier ship, but it would take them all the way down to the ‘Hula Hoop’ that circled the inside of Star Force territory in the galaxy, as well as marking the exterior boundary of what had been the V’kit’no’sat empire. 
 
    Now that neighboring territory was a war zone, but one through which Star Force could travel, for neither the V’kit’no’sat nor the Zak’de’ron wished to make an enemy of Star Force. They were too busy tearing out each other’s throats to take on another fight, so Puar had been assured they’d pass through easy enough, for there were designated travel routes that the war would not touch. And those routes led to the bases along the war zone from which Star Force was organizing its evacuation efforts for the locals that couldn’t or wouldn’t move out of harm’s way, for as odd as it sounded, many didn’t even know what a Hadarak was, let alone were aware of the fleets heading their way until they arrived on their doorstep. 
 
    Sadly most of Star Force’s fleet was still inside the Temples, fighting the Caretakers and making sure the Vargemma didn’t reclaim dominance, but some ships had returned to the galaxy, such as in Kappa, now that the Paladin had grown to such numbers to replace them. Those ships were now actively engaged in the fight against the Hadarak, trying to hold them back in certain places so the evacuation efforts could get their job done before the enemy arrived. 
 
    But that’s not where Puar was going. They were going to the places where the Hadarak already were and Star Force was fighting on planet to keep them at bay while the evacuation ships did their work. Puar felt like a natural fit for that assignment, despite the fact he’d never done anything like it before. And he was glad they were now at a Grid Point, because that meant they would be getting to the war front that much faster. 
 
    His ship didn’t have to wait long, skipping ahead in line to dock with a spindly, yet massive carrier ship that wrapped their vessel in support pylons and energy shields, then it launched off the magnetic platform so fast Puar could actually see the stars moving outside the ship. 
 
    Star Force’s empire was truly awe inspiring, and he was proud to be a tiny, tiny part of it. If the Founders ever showed up in this galaxy, he doubted there would be a fight left for the Vargemma to make. Star Force was going to deal with it here and now, and Puar was very grateful not to be one of those ignorant dopes sitting back in the Temple doing nothing to help.  
 
    The fight was here and now, and Star Force was waging it. And from the look of their magnificence, Puar truly believed they might be on par with the Founders. Perhaps even superior, for the training he’d done in the past months had taught him many things the Temple never had.  
 
    He didn’t know the true nature of the universe. He was a tiny Trigorma caught up in the clash of superior empires. All he could do was tackle what approached him when it did, but one thing he was certain of now. Star Force was somewhere he was comfortable calling ‘home.’ He couldn’t explain why, but he felt it. He felt is as surely as anything he’d encountered over the course of his 178,238 year life. This was where he was meant to be, and now that he’d earned his way here, he was never going to leave. 
 
    Star Force needed Essence-capable troops to fight the Hadarak, and he was glad to answer the call. He had a new pack now, as did the other Varkemma. And the sooner he could draw Hadarak blood alongside his new pack the better to cement the bond. A few months now, and he’d be at the war zone.  
 
    He just wished it was tomorrow. As all the Varkemma onboard his ship did. 
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    June 23, 128691 
 
    System 3992007 (Hadarak War Zone) 
 
    Middle Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    The trip through the galaxy changed Puar as much as his time in Redemption did. From the instruction of the Archon to his interaction with the other Varkemma and the starship’s crew, he emerged at the end of the journey not as an outsider looking in, but a true member of Star Force eagerly awaiting his chance to start paying back the empire for all that it had done for him. And today was that day. 
 
    Puar waited in an observation room with the other Varkemma as they watched the hologram of the system on approach. Their ship was a tiny dot traveling on a visible jumpline that led into the star. The closer they got the more the destination system filled out and the star itself began to grow in size. When they finally got within its significant gravity well the starship began to brake, with the path it traveled on the jumpline now marked in red as if it were leaving skid marks in space. 
 
    The system zoomed in rapidly as it did so, eventually leaving a star the size of Puar’s head floating to the far right with the ship dot in the center of the room. Judging by the distance they had not entered low stellar orbit as was regular, but had over-braked in order to come to a halt far from it. Several Star Force beacons were active in the system and constantly broadcasting, which allowed the transport to get an immediate update on what was happening and where without having to wait for the signal lag of their own sensors to tell them. 
 
    The fur on Puar’s back rose as he saw icons for Hadarak vessels pop up on the map in low stellar orbit, and they were not just minions. There were no Wardens there, but there were larger ‘warship’ versions along with clouds of minions waiting to ambush anyone coming into the system. Puar’s ship had dodged them by coming in shallow, and the only reason they could do that was because of Star Force’s immense engine technology. Otherwise they’d have had to take the last leg at a snail’s pace in order to avoid hitting that ambush. 
 
    But the Hadarak couldn’t cover an entire system, and this far out the space around them was clear for now, but they weren’t staying put. His ship was already moving insystem towards the 3rd planet and accelerating slowly due to the inopportune gravity pulls. As a new jumpline appeared Puar saw that it was curved, meaning they were not just pulling on their destination but using other gravity wells in the system as well to speed their transit. That meant they couldn’t travel on a straight line if they wanted the maximum speed possible, so their course ended up looking like a shallow bow angling outward from the star in the direction of a not so near gas giant.  
 
    Around that gas giant were several moons, and they were covered in Hadarak icons along with markers indicating where there had previously been inhabitation that was now overrun and tagged as totally destroyed. The 3rd planet had none, but there were still some Hadarak activity on the barren planet.  
 
    Puar waited patiently, and when they got near the 3rd planet a few minions tried to intercept them, but they weren’t fast enough. The transport used some of its momentum to slingshot around the planet to a new micro jumpline and launched on it without coming to a full stop. The sideways momentum was nulled out enroute, and the holographic map zoomed ahead to show their destination and two other planets nearby that particular slice of the system. 
 
    Both were covered in Hadarak icons, but one of them had a Warden on it…or in it. It was partially visible, but most of its mass was sunk into the crust with armies of minions moving around on the surface, and probably below it, bringing back materials to feed it from the crust while it sipped on magma straight out of the planet from below. 
 
    That planet had large swaths of it with visible inhabitation, broken but completely devoid of anything but Hadarak life. The other planet as well was equally devastated, but no Warden had landed on it. That planet, their destination, also had Hadarak icons on it, a large fleet in space, but their work wasn’t done yet. Two thirds of the planet were still inhabited, and there were a number of Star Force vessels holding position over the natives and providing them cover while large transport vessels were pulling them up off the surface via thousands of dropships running constantly like bees moving around a hive. 
 
    “There we are,” the veteran Varkemma said, folding his arms and thumping his tail on the deck plate twice to get everyone’s attention. “Just like we told you. We’re losing the planet and the forces arrayed against us are too large to defeat. That Warden can smash anything it wants just by landing on it, but for the moment it doesn’t seem to care about the evacuation. There aren’t enough Star Force warships here to do anything more than delay the conquest. They’ll provide our air cover while we delay the ground assault. Doing so a mere hour will save tens of thousands of lives.” 
 
    He pointed to the Star Force icons clustered together into defensive herds above the planet.  
 
    “Those transports are designed for tight packing, and the fact that there are so many here means they’re empty. As soon as they fill up they leave, and as more come in they park and wait while sending their dropships to help fill the first in line. When it leaves its dropships go with it, but they all work to fill a single ship at a time in order to get them out of the warzone as soon as possible. Less to defend that way.” 
 
    “Also, multiple evac points. Looks like there are 3 transports loading from different continents. That reduces the flight time of the dropships. Everything is maximized to get the most people off and clear of the system. They don’t have enough of a blockade to stop the transports from leaving, so once they get moving they’ll make it out. Getting them out of orbit is the only issue, and it looks like there’s a decent defense fleet to do that. Otherwise they would have been overrun already.” 
 
    “Get geared up. In an hour, maybe two, you’ll be hitting atmosphere in teams with assigned targets. Do not waste your Essence on the little shit. There are too many to kill. Let your escorts handle them and take out your targets. Those the fleet drones are either too busy to deal with, or they’re too armored for them to deal with quickly. The more pressure we can take off them, the more of the little shit they can clean away far faster than you can. They’re the sweepers, you’re here for specific targets. Do not get distracted,” he emphasized, then thumbed over his shoulder towards the door. 
 
    Puar went with the others, lazily walking down the halls knowing time was not crunched. This was the moment he’d been waiting for, but now that he was here he was scared. Not because he felt he’d fail his mission, but because they were outnumbered and if they weren’t organized correctly they’d get slaughtered. Plus that Warden could kill any of them it wanted, and the thought of going onto the planet without a way to defend against it made him very uneasy. The ship could run away, but on the ground he had nowhere to go if that monster appeared in the sky overtop of him. It was 128 miles wide, meaning he couldn’t run fast enough to avoid it if it came down. 
 
    Reganno had spoken of trust, and now Puar realized what that meant. They were throwing themselves into an enemy they couldn’t defeat in order to save as many people as they could that were otherwise as good as dead. It felt reckless, but also right. Puar was just shaking because he’d never done this, on any level, and the sooner he had something to focus on doing he’d be alright. He had to be. 
 
    He got armored up with the others, then they boarded their own dropships with his containing only four Varkemma. The others were biped, two of which were smaller than him and one larger. He was the strongest Essence user amongst them by far, leaving him with defacto command, though his battlemap would be giving him the direction needed once they got to ground, just as it now showed him in his helmet their fast approach to the planet and emergency braking just above the atmosphere where several drone warships were waiting and already in conflict with minion swarms. 
 
    The transport’s own weapons opened up as soon as it came within range, and the drones moved to escort position, soaking up damage while shooting down most of the minions that tried to race past…not to damage the giant ship, but to ram it and deposit IDF goo on the shields that would momentarily slow it until the shields modulated and in effect shoved it off. 
 
    There weren’t enough minions to kill his ship, but there were enough to kill the drones without their help if they stayed to fight. The timing was well planned, for before their shields got to the breaking point the drones withdrew along with the transport around the curve of the planet and down into the atmosphere above a ‘safe’ zone where many more drones were floating low over the ground and shooting ground minions as they tried to get into the urban areas that had been designated as evac zones for dropship pickup. 
 
    Puar could see immediately that the drones could only cover small patches of land, but with them roaming quickly they could intercept waves coming towards the natives. It wasn’t perfect, but there were Star Force troops on the ground, both commandos and mechs, to fill in some of the gaps…but that’s not where his team was going. 
 
    His dropship launched from the transport before it even came to a stop, with the winged craft hitting the atmosphere hard and slicing through it as they picked up some aerial support from a squadron of skeets. Puar didn’t know if they were manned or not, but they acted as an extra layer of protection as his ship flew towards its destination and his team got their orders. 
 
    They were in the form of text only, for there was way too much going on for the Archon to issue them direct explanations, but the text along with maps and graphics was sufficient enough to make Puar’s adrenaline rush. 
 
    Your target is an approaching Dumbo-class Ultra minion. Its armor is sufficient to stand up against direct naval bombardment long enough to allow minion waves to approach the city. If the navy targets the minions instead, the Dumbo will get within range and begin attacking the city with lobbed corrosive nodules that detonate on impact or above the city, raining either directly destructive fluids or biological weapons, some varieties of which infect and take over the host body, turning them into weapons for the Hadarak. Others consume the host and cause it to produce more biological agent, spreading further in an expanding cloud of hazardous vapor.  
 
    Allowing the Dumbo proximity to the city is automatic failure. Allowing it physical access to the city will jeopardize any entrenched defenses, for its armored limbs function as battering rams. Conventional weapons are next to useless except in large amounts, meaning ground troops have no effective counter against it. Mech combat must be extensive to disable it. Naval bombardment is the best option, but with limited assets the distraction will allow the minions to swarm the city. This is also failure.  
 
    Your team must intercept and destroy the Dumbo before it can reach the city using your Essence weaponry. Be warned, the Dumbo is capable of self-defense and is surrounded by escorting minions, meaning you will have to fight your way to it. Strike swiftly. Prolonged engagement gives the Hadarak the advantage. 
 
    “How can we conserve Essence and fight our way to the target?” Keel’vo asked. 
 
    “Look,” Puar urged as the battlemap was updated with their eventual landing zone, even as the skeet squadron around them spread out and began to engage isolated Hadarak aerial units moving to intercept them. “There is a unit already on the ground we are joining.” 
 
    “Scionate?” Juuma noted. “They’re smaller versions of you, right?” 
 
    “They are smaller,” Puar agreed, “but far inferior. This unit has no Essence users. They are commandos only, and fast ones. You will be the slowest. Move at maximum speed or we will become easier targets.” 
 
    “I can keep up with you,” he insisted.  
 
    “No, you can’t,” Puar said with a huff.  
 
    “If I have to use Essence to do it, I will. There are too many minions as it is. I do not want to draw more to us by conserving too much.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Timnim said, flexing his longer, thin legs that had two knee joints that allowed him much longer strides than the others, save for Puar’s quadruped advantage.  
 
    “I think the Scionate will know what to do,” Keel’vo said in a hopeful manner. “If they can get us there, we only have to worry about the big one.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Puar said as the dropship pilot put a countdown into their helmets. “This is it. No Caretakers to worry about. No Caretakers to protect us. We are free to act and free to die. We are the destiny makers now, and those Scionate are depending on us for our Essence. They are more helpless than us, so keep them alive if they get overwhelmed. They are not expendable.” 
 
    “We know,” Juuma echoed. “But it’s worth saying again. Those naval drones are too far away to help. It looks like the Scionate and the four of us are it. We can’t afford to lose anyone.” 
 
    “And they can’t afford to lose us,” Timnim noted. “I can see why we’re so badly needed now. I had thought this war would be naval only without any ground combat that mattered. I am glad I was wrong. I want to do some personal damage.” 
 
    “We are about to get plenty,” Keel’vo said as he walked to the rear of the ship, with Puar and the other two Varkemma following as their countdowns neared. 
 
    “Sorry fellas,” the pilot said into their helmets. “It’s getting heavy up here. I’m going to have to drop you off from the air or we’re going to draw too much attention to the LZ. You guys can handle a 100 meter drop, right?” 
 
    “Easily,” Puar answered for the group. “Will there be lateral motion?” 
 
    “How much can you handle?” 
 
    “Anything under 70 miles per hour is preferable, though we can handle more with forewarning.” 
 
    “I’ll get you under 70, but be careful. The ground is rocky and full of ravines. It’ll provide you cover once you’re down, but it makes landing a bitch.” 
 
    “We will manage,” Puar said, seeing the tactical map begin to outline those ravines as they neared them. Then as the countdown reached 15 seconds the ramp began to lower. It hit deployed position with 2 seconds to spare, and Puar started running so he left it the moment the countdown hit 0, with him falling sideways and using his armor’s emergency anti-grav to keep him from dropping too fast.  
 
    He used his telekinesis to create a crash bag of energy through which his body tore, slowing down rapidly before he hit the side of a ravine, but thankfully the pilot had them running the length of it rather than across. Puar rolled over twice, tearing through brush like a cannonball before he got his feet under him and skidded to a halt leaving 20 meters of slide marks behind him.  
 
    The others landed in their own way, all ahead of him, so Puar took off running on a planet’s gravity for the first time, breathing its native air and feeling very odd about it all. The Temples held a variety of landscapes, many actually, but this was an actual planet with its surface curving down, and to a Varkemma that was as alien as a world could get… 
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    “We have aerial incoming,” one of the Scionate said as they ran in a group with the Varkemma inside the ring of 32 commandos as they cut a path through the ground minions that were trying to intercept them before they got to their target. “Our shields cannot hold up to sustained attack. You must eliminate them.” 
 
    “Keel’vo,” Puar said from his position near the front, but still behind four Scionate that were breaking trail. “They’re yours.” 
 
    “I see…them,” the tired biped said as he struggled to keep up with the group, having to draw on little bits of Essence to enhance his movement speed. Fortunately that didn’t pull any extra oxygen requirements, because he was breathing about as heavy as he could. 
 
    The battlemap was incomplete further to the east, because the Star Force ships providing the sensor telemetry were low to the west and could only scan so far around the curve of the planet. It was a problem unique to worlds beyond the Temples, where everything was visible to everyone. That meant the flying minions could get close to the attack group before they popped up on sensors if they stayed low to the ground, and this group of 26 had apparently done just that. 
 
    The skeets providing them air cover were engaged with, and keeping groups of several hundred each off the pack, but this group was going to get through even as two skeets broke off on a desperate run to try and intercept in time. 
 
    Keel’vo began charging up a Sha’mesh as he ran behind the others, pooling the Essence energy above his head as he altered it into the proper form for a Tia’vo, or what Star Force called a ‘Clinger.’ The Sha’mesh was invisible except to those with eyes to see Essence, and even without looking at it Puar could feel the charge building behind him and morph, then it shot out towards the winged minions streaking in and beginning to fire ahead of the Scionate’s path. 
 
    Their weaponry looked like little stones being zinged at them, but in truth they were concentrated energy packets and when the pale blue mini-lances hit the ground they exploded in puffs that shot back out the holes in the ground that they’d melted. A few hit overtop the pack, but two of the Scionate were wearing special armor that contained auxiliary shield generators carried on their backs like cargo, and those two were interlinked to provide a dome of protection over the entire group to supplement their weaker individual shields. 
 
    Puar could hear several strikes on the shield, each of which made a ‘twang’ as it hit and was negated, then the somewhat accurate firing on their moving, zigzagging position grew erratic with some of the shots going well in to the sky above them as Keel’vo’s attack hit the first flying minion and arced from one to another for a moment before exploding out like a plant growing vines around each one hit. The energy arcs bound the wings of the minions and put them into a stranglehold, with those affected falling out of the sky and rolling across the ground while the Essence bonds held. 
 
    Three were out of range for the Clinger to arc to them, but one of the skeets flew in and hovered over the moving group at it returned fire, protecting them with its shields and giving up its maneuvering advantage, which allowed the ground minions to fire on it as well, but it managed to drop one of the flying enemies out of the sky as the other two peppered it with withering shots, none of which did much damage but the continual stream added up quickly. 
 
    Keel’vo intervened before that could happen, targeting one of the minions as it flew overhead strafing the skeet. One moment it was there, the next it exploded into a shower of disintegrated smoke that the pack ran through and out of as the skeet downed the other minion and accelerated away from their position. 
 
    Puar could see on the battlemap that the other one was over the bound minions and shooting them before they could get back into the air, and that their skeet was going to assist now, meaning they should be clear of air attack for a while…but not ground. Most of the zigzagging the Scionate were doing was to avoid the thickest groups of ground minions, and when they couldn’t be avoided the Scionate were firing their armor’s mounted weapons ahead and to the sides while one or two of them would sprint forward into a thick group of them and take their attention away from the Varkemma. 
 
    He’d dive into them, clawing and shooting and busting up their formations enough for the other Scionate to pick open a hole as they rolled through, killing the few minions in the way and allowing the ‘diver’ to recover as he got to his feet and joined the rear of the pack. In this way the Scionate kept rotating through their formation and allowing their shields to regenerate somewhat before the next heavy engage…but they weren’t all escaping with shield loss only. Puar could see several scorch marks on some of their armor and he hated withholding his help, but he knew they might need it later on the way out more than now. 
 
    The Dumbo they were going after was now visible in the distance, but still miles away. The minions around it were a lot more dense, and there was going to be no way to avoid them. They were going to have to plow straight through, but fortunately a lot of them were melee only. If they had all been ranged attackers this would have been more problematic, for there was a lot of elevated positions to fire from, but right now the various ravines were shielding them from a lot of damage in what could have been a kill zone if the minions had been different concentrations of ranged varieties.  
 
    That meant this was doable, and Puar kept focused on the road ahead while monitoring the position of the Dumbo. It wasn’t moving very fast to look at it, but it was so large each step covered a fair amount of distance. It was 0.8 miles long and nearly a half mile high, and pretty soon it would start firing on them if it could line up a shot, not caring if it hit its own minions in the process. 
 
    “How do we approach the Dumbo without drawing its fire?” Puar asked the Scionate. 
 
    “It won’t use its larger weapons on a group as small as this. But its point defense weapons will attack when we are beneath it and around its feet. You will have to destroy those first. Our weapons can do the job, but we will have to focus on the minions to keep them off you.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” Juuma said, volunteering for that task as a glob of acid from one of the minions hit the top of their group shield and rolled off it like rain hitting the roof of a building.  
 
    “Stay in one group,” the Scionate urged. “Splitting up makes us vulnerable on all sides. We have to shield each other’s flanks to make this work.” 
 
    “Have you…done this before?” Timnim asked. 
 
    “Not against a Dumbo, but we have escorted Varkemma on two assaults against Ultras. One was successful.” 
 
    “What happened in the other?” Puar asked, bounding over a rock that the Scionate were a little too small for and they had to split up to go around it. 
 
    “Too many minions. They are split up here by terrain, so we have a better…” 
 
    The Scionate cut off as a turn in the rocks lead to a group of minions dozens of rows deep. The pack leaders turned hard left, climbing the hill while both groups exchanged fire, most of which slipped underneath the overhead group shield. Puar took two hits to his personal shields and fired back with his armor’s Dre’mo’don cannons, one of which hit dead center in a minion and cored straight through its chest before blowing out the shoulder on the minion standing behind it. 
 
    They are weak, he thought as they climbed the rise and tried to go around the thick group, but they are numerous. This is what we were warned about. 
 
    The Scionate ahead of him slowed, and Puar wondered why as they turned right and ran along the edge of the rise but just shallow of being able to see over it. Then Puar realized the other Varkemma were having a harder time climbing than the Scionate were. Their little strides got so much shorter, and they were not able to leap up like the quadrupeds could. Fortunately the leaders were watching closely so as to keep the group together and the ring around them intact, otherwise gaps would have formed letting more shots through. As of now the Scionate were physically blocking most of them with their bodies and flank shields that were raised on one side and almost nonexistent on the inside of the formation. 
 
    But that formation was still loose, with many temporary gaps, meaning Puar was not safe as they bypassed the minions that were fast in their own right, but packed together too much to all move at speed. The Scionate ran into and rammed three stocky minions while another Scionate jumped into the face of a taller fourth and lightning emerged from all of their armor, disabling more than damaging the minions and using their bodies as an impromptu wall that allowed their pack to pass by without being flooded into.  
 
    Puar telekinetically pulled one of the Scionate off the disabled minions as live minions circled around behind them and tried to overwhelm the armored cat. The telekinetic pull was enough of a jerk to get him out ahead of the pursuit, and soon the entire pack was moving again with a large amount of enemies running behind them in pursuit. 
 
    And more were behind that. If they slowed down and fought this out they’d be overwhelmed. Only by constantly moving could they make this work, and Puar could see that these Scionate were very experienced in escort missions such as this. They moved as one, despite not having telepathic abilities, and he was confident they were going to get him and the others close enough to do their job…but how exactly were they going to do it? 
 
    Best attack suggestion on the Dumbo? he asked the other Varkemma telepathically as they continue to run/fight towards their target. 
 
    It has multiple hearts. I do not think we have enough Essence to disable them all simultaneously, and if we do not saturate it enough it will regenerate more. Their biology is heavily resilient, Jumma noted. 
 
    It has too much mass to destroy, Timnim added. We have to penetrate the armor and go inside. I can breach it, but Puar, you must do the tunneling. 
 
    Timnim and I will go inside. You two must keep the Scionate alive and running around the Dumbo’s feet, but do not get caught underneath or it will crush you when it falls. 
 
    “Passing air cover perimeter,” the Scionate informed, noting the range around the Dumbo that the skeets would not encroach on for fear of getting shot down by its inaccurate weapons that became more and more effective the closer one got. “We’re on our own until we pass back beyond that marker or until you kill the target.” 
 
    “There are a few aerial…units near,” another Scionate noted as they all scattered around a large falling boulder that was thrown at them by some of the stronger minions. “You will have to deal with those in a more permanent manner if they close on us.” 
 
    “I have it covered,” Keel’vo said. “Just get us to the target. We are withholding most of our kill power for it.” 
 
    “You will need it. Do not target the ears. They are a waste of time. We must get at the underside.” 
 
    Puar knew what he meant, for the Dumbo had garnered its name because the head of the heavy minion had two additional armor flaps that could be maneuvered around to double up protection just about everywhere on its body, even its rear arc, if it chose to pull them in close, but right now it had them half spread out like a ‘V’ and flatted out, providing a roof over many minions running alongside it. Some of which were special units designed for city assault or kamikaze attacks against the mechs defending far ahead of their current position. 
 
    “Do we go after secondary targets after the main is taken down?” Juuma asked. 
 
    “Only if we are very lucky,” the Scionate said. “Do not count on such luck. Getting out alive will be difficult even if you can take down the Dumbo. If you cannot, we will have to run to the far side and hope we find a break in their ranks to flee through.” 
 
    “We’re taking it down,” Puar said confidently. “If we have enough Essence left, we’ll clean up the area afterwards. Do not exhaust yourself unless absolutely necessary to take down the target and protect our pack. The secondary targets are worthless in comparison.” 
 
    “Varkemma, we will need assistance now,” another Scionate said from the front of the formation. “We cannot push through that.” 
 
    Puar looked ahead and saw a solid line of minions coming at them stretching for several miles between them and the Dumbo. The battlemap couldn’t show them all due to their low position on the ground until a skeet flew way up into the atmosphere behind them to give them a glimpse of what was there…and what Puar saw made his blood boil. There were so many targets to kill, and he wanted to kill them all, but they were pulling away from the Dumbo and creating an open area beneath it, meaning if they could break through this line they would have a clear path over the last few miles to the target. 
 
    The problem was, the wave of minions ahead of them was a half mile deep at the minimum.  
 
    “Move out of our firing path,” Puar said, with the Scionate ahead of him immediately pulling left and right as he and the other three Varkemma slowed their run and came up side by side with each other, each charging a Sha’mesh.  
 
    Mass takedowns were capable in a variety of ways, but the most efficient was a Lian’no that struck at the hearts of the targets and required very little power compared to other death strikes. That meant it was also easy to guard against if you had the skills or technology, but these small minions had neither. They were weak and expendable, which Lian’no had been devised to exploit en mass. 
 
    Puar mentally coordinated with the others to not overlap targets too much, and each took a wedge of the formation ahead of them as they got pelted with concentrated firepower from the approaching minions, with some of the smallest and fastest ones breaking from the group and sprinting towards them. 
 
    When all four had fully charged their Sha’mesh and altered them into the appropriate attack matrix, they fired simultaneously…with nothing immediately happening.  
 
    “Reform and run as fast as possible,” Puar told the Scionate, who immediately sprinted ahead of them towards the closest minions…who soon started to trip and fall as lack of blood flood through their bodies began to cause them to black out and collapse here and there, but all were soon to come down ahead of them, though those on the flanks that hadn’t been targeted would be closing in on them if they didn’t move fast enough forward over the dropping bodies. 
 
    “Mind your step,” the Scionate said as four of them sprinted far ahead of the group and started policing the fallen bodies looking for those still capable of firing and putting some pointblank shots into them as they passed over the outliers and into the carpet of falling minions so thick you couldn’t see more than a few bits of ground through the mass of ugly and dying bodies. 
 
    As soon as Puar hit the first of them he had to slow down considerably, and the bipeds even more so. This left two walls of minions to the right and left able to move towards them quickly across clear ground outside and inside the fallen, but it was inside that concerned Puar, for they were skirting the edge of those that were afflicted but recovering due to too little Essence reaching them. That left a wave of attackers closing in on the pack as it clumsily ran over the dead minions.  
 
    Puar growled seeing that they were going to beat the bipeds to the other side, so he took off in giant leaps ahead of the others with a few Scionate doing their best to keep up, but the Essence enhanced jumps almost allowed him to fly he was going so far.  
 
    He got to the far side, seeing clear space ahead of him…only to have a large glob of material fire at him from the Dumbo. He dodged to the side easily enough, with the acid attack splashing on the downed minions and eating through their bodies rapidly as it created a column of steam rising up and obscuring the others behind it. 
 
    Puar threw a smaller amount of Lian’no to the left, then more to the right, taking down the leading minions and using their falling bodies to trip up and slow the others behind, allowing his pack to catch up and get to open ground as another acid attack landing nearby them, but it was too slow firing and the combat computers in their armor were too good at predicting trajectory. They were able to dodge each one as they got their footing again, then they were off sprinting towards the Dumbo with only a scattering of minions between them and their target, and the Scionate were quick to dispose of those as they came to them. 
 
    That left the Varkemma with their primary target isolated for the moment, and armies of minions converging behind and ahead of them as they redeployed from everywhere to protect what they had thought was a safe Ultra minion. Now that it wasn’t the call had gone out, and if they didn’t take it down quickly they were going to be surrounded in a sea of minions they most likely could not escape from.
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    “Take out the point defenses!” the Scionate said as soon as the hail of water balloon shaped charges began firing out, hitting the ground, and expanding laterally for 30-40 meters of radius that was washing destructive energy against the group’s shields and draining them with every hit in addition to the beam weaponry that was mostly missing, but tearing large furrows in the ground wherever it landed. 
 
    “I thought you said it would wait until we were under it?” Juuma pointed out. 
 
    “We are under it,” Puar answered, looking up at the high back of the Dumbo from a little over a mile away. “Shall I?” 
 
    Just then one of the beams hit the group, whether by accident or design who knew, but it punched through what was left of their group shield and hit one of the Scionate. That quadruped went down and did not get back up, his armor smoking but his body seemed mostly intact.  
 
    Two of the other Scionate swung back to cover him as another beam shot near the same location and almost hit him twice.  
 
    Keel’vo leaned backwards and dug his heels into the ground, skidding to a halt and causing one of the other Scionate to jump over him to avoid a collision. Take out the point defenses, he told all of them telepathically as he ran back and jumped in front of the three Scionate as one of the orbs hit a second later, but the Essence-enhanced shield he threw up over them didn’t allow it through…then a beam hit it square on and disappeared from the negation effect. 
 
    “Behind you,” Puar warned as he ran forward with the rest. 
 
    “Worry about the target. I can handle these vermin if you get rid of…look out!” 
 
    Puar saw it a moment before Keel’vo spoke. The ‘ear’ of the Dumbo that had been stretched out horizontally was rotating down and backwards, sweeping the ground and tearing off the top meter or so as it did with the leading edge cutting across their path. It missed short, but then reversed and dug down even deeper, forcing a wall of dirt flying towards them with the heavily armored ear behind it going to do the most damage if it hit. 
 
    The Scionate pack veered right, trying to get clear of its reach, but Puar didn’t go with them. Instead he turned left and headed directly for it, jumping up and over the dirt plume to hit the top of the ear where he clung to it using an Essence technique and not even bothering to activate his armor’s grip pads.  
 
    “Go for the underside,” he told the others. “I’m going for the head.” 
 
    “Can you see inside it?” Timnim asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what…” 
 
    “I can still do damage. Maybe enough to disorient it.” 
 
    “Don’t waste time,” Juuma argued. “Go for the kill shot. You may not have enough Essence for that on your own and we don’t have time for anything else.” 
 
    “You can’t…” Puar started to say as he ran across the ear at a steep angle, but it moved again, flattening out somewhat as the entire Dumbo stopped walking forward and turned to face the little attackers as the special minions beneath it continued forward and away from them. “The Scionate can’t take that and you can’t get…” 
 
    “Take it down,” the Scionate interrupted as most of them accelerated so fast the two bipeds couldn’t keep up. “Get on our backs, now!” 
 
    Two Scionate ran up next to Juuma and Timnim as the giant ear rotated and dug into the dirt again, now repositioned within range to scrape them off the ground.  
 
    The two Varkemma did as instructed, jumping up onto the backs of the Scionate as the tiger-like cats took off sprinting towards the others faster than the bipeds could have run. They didn’t make it clear, rather having to punch through the dirt with their own jumps and slam into the armored ear…where they also stuck and began to run up it.  
 
    “The point defense turret ahead,” one of them said, with Juuma seeing the spot on the ear marked on the battlemap for him. 
 
    “Get a little closer,” he said.  
 
    “It cannot turn to target us. Wait until we are on it,” the Scionate said, and Juuma switched from a ranged attack to summoning a Fruc’zo over his left hand. He balled it up there, with the light passing through that spot twisting as it was heavily distorted, then when the Scionate ran him up to the pimple-like lump on the ear he threw the disintegration energy into it and flinched as the steam-like explosion knocked them to the side, but the Scionate kept his footing enough to keep them from rolling, which was damn hard considering the ear was continuing to move beneath them. 
 
    “A good hit,” the Scionate beneath him said. “Can you do another?” 
 
    “I can do as many as you like…” 
 
      
 
    Puar was far ahead of them now, both those on the ear and those circling around to try to get at the rear of the Dumbo, for the ears were attached to the head and couldn’t sweep backwards past the stubby tail, which was itself too high off the ground to attack anything back there. It was the weakest point on the heavy minion, and that was probably why the Dumbo was rotating around to not let them get there. 
 
    Puar took an expanding water balloon attack from one of the point defenses on the back when the ear dipped lower, but it didn’t stop him. He had to maintain foot contact the entire time or he’d fall off, but while that slowed him considerably it also allowed him to maintain a rhythm that was bringing him towards the point where the ear attached to the body, and that part moved the least of all. 
 
    Several flying minions swooped in and started shooting at him, but he threw a Lian’no up at them and within seconds they were falling out of the sky as their hearts seized up. That plus every step he took drained him of Essence, but nothing like what he was about to do. 
 
    His second sight was not Pefbar. Had it been he could have seen inside the skull of the Dumbo and scrambled its brain. His telekinesis didn’t work that way. He had to have line of sight for it to work, so he couldn’t touch the inside…except to use a pure Essence reach and grip, which cost a great amount of power the further away one tried. 
 
    As he got close enough to try, Puar decided Juuma was right. He had to go for a kill shot, and neither of the other 3 Varkemma had telekinesis that worked the way the Archons’ did. They were going to have to blast their way inside, and the skull was the worst place to do so. It was three times as thick as the rest of the Dumbo’s body, because that’s where it wanted to take the most attacks. 
 
    The eyes were armored over too, for they were incorporated into the stiff material rather than being soft and squishy like most lifeforms. They were literally made of rock, and it had so many that there was no effective way to blind it.  
 
    Puar could see the hordes of minions all around them in the distance converging on their location. They didn’t have time to waste, and as long as those giant ear plates were being used as weapons they were not going to get an easy shot at the underside. 
 
    Puar growled and took off along the head, ignoring the point defenses as he went to save Essence. Up ahead was the spot where the skull ended and the body began. That was his target now, though it was going to take him far from the brain. 
 
    He took down a few more flyers as some of the Scionate finally got up to the rear left foot, then the ear collapsed on them and they had to run underneath the Dumbo to keep from getting hit…then the entire Ultra sat down on its 6 legs and tried to smash them. Fortunately the Scionate were moving better than 100 miles an hour and were able to get out the rear before that happened, but Puar instantly realized they’d baited the Dumbo into doing so, because for the moment it could not turn again. Not until it stood up. 
 
    That allowed Juuma and Timnim on their mounts to get around to the rear, where they both started using the Dre’mo’don in their jewels to snipe away the point defenses in the area with Essence-enhanced green beams. The Scionate were also shooting them with blue Dre’mo’don orbs and adding to the damage, but there was no comparison in firepower. Even though the Varkemma’s cannons were much smaller, the Essence addition allowed them to melt through the turrets while all the missed shots barely scratched the armor around the point defenses. 
 
    The Dumbo was so concerned with those directly behind it that the weaponsfire headed to Keel’vo and the downed Scionate ended, giving them a chance to pick up and move closer as the minion wave crashed forward less than a minute away. Puar had to kill this thing now, or at least give the others an opening to finish it. 
 
    He let go of his grip and started to free run across the back in great leaps, then skidded to a stop when he got past where the intel report had said the base of the skull was. He immediately started to disintegrate a section of the armor in front of him and channel the debris out in one direction. Without a charge first, his damage was like a constant water squirt that peeled away an inch or two of the heavy armor per second. As it cleared away he stepped into the two meter wide hole, with the debris now being channeled around his head with considerable effort so not to blow him back out.  
 
    In he dug, slowly disappearing inside the armor as he drew heavily on his jewel’s reserves to get through the armor layer, which he finally did after expending 79% of his reserves. The goo underneath didn’t gush blood like the other minions did, but it was oozing fluid and he began to tear through several feet of it per second. 
 
    “I’m through,” he said, with no response. In fact, his battlemap signals had cut out entirely now that he was inside. The armor wasn’t letting the signal through, and there were no Star Force assets directly overhead to relay it. Plus he couldn’t get a feel for any of the minds out there, so telepathy was not an option. 
 
    Puar walked through mush as he disintegrated and shoved the material back behind him, not all of which made it outside as he pushed his way just underneath the armor layer headed towards where the brain was, but he knew he wasn’t going to make it. He cut as much of a tunnel as he could before his jewel’s reserves wore out, then he stopped, using a little of his own Essence to cut a room at the end large enough for him to turn around so he didn’t have to try and back his way out of the claustrophobic tunnel that was now two foot deep in bio ooze. 
 
    He slogged back out, having to trim a little of the tunnel back with Dre’mo’don blasts from his armor as the wound began to reseal, then the gore-covered Varkemma pulled himself up the solid vertical tunnel through the armor until his head poked out the top an orange/purple mess in the center of a giant goo splat on the back of the Dumbo where all that material had been shot out. 
 
    “Juuma, Timnim, I need you. I’m through the armor, but can’t get to the head. My jewel is expended and I don’t have enough personal Essence to finish it.” 
 
    “Already on my way,” Timnim said, with his marker not appearing on the battlemap until he was within 200 meters of Puar.  
 
    The Trigorma pulled himself the rest of the way out, then began shooting with his armor’s weapons at the flying minions swirling around the top of the Dumbo, reserving his Essence for when they got too close to him. If he could take them down conventionally he would, because he didn’t want to become nothing more useful than a slightly larger Scionate.  
 
    “It’s resealing, hurry,” he urged. 
 
    “Oh that’s gross,” Timnim said, as he looked into the pool of goo down inside the armor, then he dove in head first, counting on his armor’s backup system to supply him with oxygen while he was under there. Puar stayed outside, swaying a bit as the Dumbo continued to move and rotate to get at the Scionate underneath that were distracting it. There was no way it could ignore the damage to its back, but its ears couldn’t rotate this direction and Puar was inside its point defenses for the most part, and it looked like Timnim had already cleared those nearest to his location. 
 
    The minion waves were almost to the Dumbo’s feet when it suddenly fell to the ground and ceased to move. Its ears were partially extended, making two huge walls dug into the ground protecting triangular sections of dirt on either side of it.  
 
    “I think Timnim did it,” Puar said over the comm. 
 
    “Where is he?” Keel’vo demanded, with his icon on the ground and pulling back into one of those triangular sections along with what looked like most of the Scionate. A few others were still roaming outside and shooting point defense batteries that hadn’t gotten the word yet that the Dumbo was dead. They must have had autonomic functions, or either this beast was not a single person, but a collection of minds fused into one body.  
 
    “The armor is blocking signals. My telepathy won’t get through either. Do you have enough reserves to hold here, or do we make a run for it?” 
 
    “We have to clear the residual anti-air defense, then we will be air lifted out,” a Scionate told them.  
 
    “What’s left?” Puar asked, then he got a number of target positions painted onto the battlemap. 
 
    “I’ve got them,” Juuma said, climbing up the side of the now still and mountain-like Dumbo. “Save your Essence Puar.” 
 
    “I will take one,” Puar argued, running away from the hole to another bump that was still active. He searched for a mind there, looking for an Essence signature as well, but found neither. These turrets had to be autonomic, or perhaps Timnim hadn’t destroyed the part of the brain that was operating them.  
 
    Puar used a Totanni technique instead of a disruptor to preserve energy, sucking heat out of the target until it became frigid inside the light armor on the ‘pimple.’ Then with a jerk of Essence-enhanced telekinesis he fractured whatever was inside and saw an immediate deflation of the bump as it retracted back a bit. They extended out when they needed to get more lateral firing angles, so he assumed this one was now inoperative, but he stayed near it for a moment to be sure, walking closer and closer to see if it would fire at him. When he stood directly on top of it and nothing happened he knew it was dead. 
 
    “Done,” Timnim said as he pulled his goo-coated armor out of the hole and made comm contact with the others again. “What now?” 
 
    “Hold till evac,” Puar said, running back towards him and over the descending side with Timnim following him. Eventually they just slid until freefall between the ear and the side, using their armor’s anti-grav to cushion their fall down to the dirt where the rest of the team was waiting and firing with their conventional weapons out into the bit of the minion wave visible approaching the triangle. 
 
    “Is he alive?” Puar asked of the downed Scionate. 
 
    “He is, but his Regenerator is broken, as is his front leg. We’ve stabilized him using ours, but it’s not a full heal. He remains unconscious and I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Pull his armor off. I can heal him,” Puar said, popping off the leg segments of his own to reveal his front two paws, one of which held the Varkemma symbol. Archon armor was retractable, but static armor like they all wore here was much stronger, and they’d decided they wanted the extra protection before coming down to the planet. Apparently the Scionate had felt the same way. 
 
    “You can?” Keel’vo asked. 
 
    “I can perform Jata’llo.” 
 
    “I will cover you,” the biped said, standing over both of them and creating an Essence shield that sat like an upside down cup over them. 
 
    Puar used his own Essence this time, pressing his paws against the now exposed shoulder blade of the Scionate that was missing both skin and muscle, along with part of the bone that had been burnt off, but the collision or the explosion had also fractured the leg bone enough that it broke in three other places, which he could see with his Fremmav vision as the weaponsfire at the opening of the triangle began to become frantic. 
 
    Juuma and Timnim were there with the rest of the Scionate, but the gap was wider than they all were between Dumbo ear and body, meaning they had a lot of territory to defend unless they all wanted to retreat back into the crevice further, which no one wanted.  
 
    Puar concentrated, trusting in the others enough not to even look or defend himself as he empowered his own immune system’s microbes and redirected them towards his paws, and through them into the Scionate. His Essence kept a link to them, and through it he sent some of his own biomatter to those locations and let the mystical power of Essence do the rest. 
 
    Those places regrew tissue using the material provided, and Puar had to pick the worst spots to repair, for he didn’t have any other source of material besides his body and the Scionate’s, which was smaller than his. Puar became faint after a few minutes and finally stopped after putting the leg bone back together and reconnecting the muscle tissue enough that the leg would work again, though how well was questionable. 
 
    Why the Scionate hadn’t woken was a mystery, but he woke him easily enough with a wash of his brain with a rejuvenating technique known as Smaoo. Puar put a paw on top of his head and used his telekinesis to hold him in place as he got his bearings, then he slowly let him get up. 
 
    “You are badly injured. Do not move quickly.” 
 
    “Status?” the Scionate asked after a few seconds. 
 
    “The Dumbo is destroyed and we are taking cover beside its corpse while we await extraction,” Puar answered as Keel’vo left them to join the fight at the entrance that was now piling up with minion corpses. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Used my Essence to partially heal you,” Puar said, trying to keep from passing out. “I could not fully do so.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the Scionate said, gingerly standing on his feet and stepping on the armor segments that flew up onto his legs and attached to their mounts automatically, though he was missing a large section over the top of his injured leg. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “I am depleted,” Puar said, sitting on his hind legs as he tried to shore himself up, then a flashing alert in his helmet finally drew his attention. A large flashing green circle was superimposed on the ground to his left, which he was only able to see when he slowly turned his head, but even that movement caused him to stumble as he lost balance. Inside the circle was the icon for extraction, and the alert was a pull out order. 
 
    A couple more minutes of carnage at the entrance of the triangle bought them enough time for a dropship with skeet escort to fly over top of them and land inside the gap with the fighters staying up top and shooting constantly at stuff Puar couldn’t see. He dragged himself to his feet and wobbily walked to the descending ramp as Jumma came over and telekinetically lifted him off his feet and pushed him inside. 
 
    Puar slumped down on the deck as the rest of them climbed onboard, counting on the battlemap to see that everyone had made it. No one left behind and the target destroyed, assuming the dropship didn’t get shot down. He could hear impacts on the shields increasing in frequency, then they began to lift off even as the ramp was not fully retracted. He saw thousands of minions had poured through into the triangle, and while he had most of his own Essence left, he had no appetite to fight them. 
 
    He put his chin down on the ground and rested, waiting for his body to adjust to the lack of material he had pulled out to help the Scionate…then a pack of ration bars thumped down on the deck in front of him. 
 
    “Eat,” one of the Scionate said, though not the wounded one. They all had names, but he hadn’t bothered to learn any of them. “Recover your strength.” 
 
    Puar popped off his goo-covered helmet and immediately regretted it. The smell was horrid.  
 
    He telekinetically grabbed and peeled one of the ration bars, then stuffed it into his mouth whole before putting his helmet back on.  
 
    “We’re heading back to…orbit,” Keel’vo told him as a particularly nasty hit shook the dropship. “We will recharge our jewels there and be deployed again if needed. I assume you will not be able to?” 
 
    “If I had known we were going to be pulled out so soon I would not have done it,” Puar admitted after swallowing the last bit of the chewed up bar.  
 
    “Can the Regenerators replenish you with supplies?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Do not come with us until you are at full strength. It will weaken the group.” 
 
    “How many more Ultra minions are there?” he asked, not bothering to check the battlemap as he could barely keep his eyes open as his body begged for sleep. 
 
    “Several hundred, but not all are close to the cities. Some are weeks away. They cannot drop them off closer or the navy shoots them down. You will have a chance for more carnage later,” Keel’vo said with a touch of hilarity. 
 
    “Are you satiated?” 
 
    “I have found my calling. You?” 
 
    “I need to sleep.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I will carry you off the ship if needed. Even if you have the extra Essence, using it takes a toll. And you used far more than us. Rest,” the biped said, placing a mostly clean armored hand onto his goo slopped helmet. “Rest.” 
 
    Puar didn’t argue, giving in to his heavy eyelids and quickly losing consciousness… 
 
      
 
    When he awoke he was back onboard the Lantern ship, but two full days had passed. Medtech staff were around him and gave him a detailed explanation of how much damage he’d done to himself that had to heal up. Most of which had to do with his Essence use. The Vargemma had no experience using the amount he just had, but Star Force did and what he’d done was considered an ‘overdose.’ 
 
    It was rare, but when someone used the full amount of a jewel while never having expended anywhere near that amount, their connection to their own Essence became strained and the need to rebalance resulted in a near coma. They asked about his Essence practice beforehand, and he had reluctantly admitted he had not done much because he didn’t want to waste the Essence. That was the Vargemma in him talking, and he knew it had been a mistake, for previously he just couldn’t fathom using so much for training alone. 
 
    He was ordered off duty and into supplemental training, for his Essence was still having trouble adjusting. It was locking down harder than normal, meaning it was more difficult to elicit an ‘Essence rush.’ If he forced his way through it then he might encounter other problems, so their Archon put him on a regimented Essence drill set that he was to follow precisely. 
 
    Feeling like a failure, Puar did as told this time as his fellow Varkemma made trip after trip down to the surface and returned with mostly victories. Some missions had to be abandoned before they would lose personnel, but one Varkemma named Tu’shu had died when a city was breached and he stayed behind trying to cover for last minute evacuations rather than retreat when prudent. It was said he didn’t want to leave any of the locals behind, and because he held to that he got himself killed by taking on too much. 
 
    People were dying all over the planet, and while they weren’t going to leave any Star Force personnel behind, they had to choose when and where to intervene with the locals or they’d end up getting themselves killed…and if they did that, who was to rescue those who needed it tomorrow? Or the next day? Or the next? Die here and you fail all future missions. Tu’shu had lost sight of that, as Puar had lost sight of the purpose of his training on the way out here. Both had made mistakes and paid for them, but Puar had lived through his. 
 
    He realized all the Varkemma were young, despite their age, in this war and were making rookie mistakes alongside veteran troops. But they were being sent here because they had powers that the others did not, and the risk was worth it to accomplish these missions. Star Force had not sent him in over his head, and he and Tu’shu had only died because they didn’t stick close enough to the empire’s lead. 
 
    Puar knew there was never any certainty in battle, but he also knew that war was unforgiving for rookies…and he was a rookie. No Vargemma had ever fought in a true war beyond the Caretakers, and he was very grateful that Star Force was keeping most of them alive through their rookie mistakes.  
 
    Nothing could be done for Tu’shu, but Puar was going to remember him. He had gotten to know him on the journey out here and he did not fault his aggressiveness to protect others, but when you fought a losing battle you had to focus on smaller objectives.  
 
    Puar did not insist that he be included on future missions. He waited until he was told he was ready, then he joined another quartet going down to the surface to help protect more evacuees as the portion of the planet under nominal Star Force control continued to shrink by the day.  
 
    Before, in the Temple, he had wanted to come here and kill as many Hadarak as he could. Now he felt like an entirely different Trigorma. He wanted to be here, but not to kill Hadarak. He wanted to do the work Star Force was doing…and that was saving lives. Killing the Hadarak was just a delaying mechanism and not the objective. 
 
    If the day ever came when they went on the offensive he would join those forces willingly, but only because it was a means to an end. And that end was protecting people, protecting the galaxy…not racking up a kill count.  
 
    When Puar boarded his second dropship to the surface he was no less eager, but he was more focused and now experienced, even if only having one mission completed. This was the hard work that Star Force did so that others could live, and so that others could live without ever knowing the horrors of the Hadarak. He did not want to be one that was shielded, he wanted to be doing the shielding and earning his keep, but he now understood one lesson that had been taught to him before. 
 
    Endurance was power here, not raw strength. Raw strength would die after several rounds of fighting. He and the others had to be survivors in order to save others, for there was no end to the Hadarak. More would always keep coming, so the objective wasn’t killing them all. It was surviving them. It was spiting them by denying them their targets. Every life saved was a defeat for the Hadarak, and Puar was now focused on racking up defeats.  
 
    And he wasn’t the only one, though no more Lantern ships came to System 3992007. They were all that they had, but more and more were coming out of the Temples and heading to systems that had no Essence support, and many more would be coming in the future. Cal-com was going to continue to provide a steady stream of those that were worthy to help Star Force in this never ending war. 
 
    And Puar was honored to be one of them.  
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