
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
    November 1, 128540 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Station 001 
 
      
 
    The hatch on the underside of the Paladin growth pod cracked open, then the hinges swung both sides of it free quickly, dumping a mass of goo and a fully grown Skirmisher to the floor below. The blue reptilian hit the solid ground hard, instinctively fighting back against the impact as if it were an attack in its disorientation. Getting to its feet and stopping the ‘assault’ by the ground took enough time to help clear its mind as the genetic memory began to take hold in association with the newborn’s senses fully coming online. 
 
    Its four fingered claw-bearing hands scratched on the ground as it looked around, ready to pounce, then it finally stood up on two legs in a mundane posture as it saw a number of floating drones around it. They were automated caretakers used to assist in the birthing of Paladin, but where were his kin? They should have been here to assist him. 
 
    He tried to breathe in deeply, but coughed and bent over, hacking out some fluid from his lungs as they tasted air for the first time. The pod above him was his spawn point, where he had been grown out of genetic material and where his Core had entered his body at some undetermined time during the growth process.  
 
    But he was not meant to remain here. This was where he began, but the mission lay beyond. He had to find his briefing… 
 
    The skirmisher looked around, scanning the immediate area and seeing an orientation terminal only a few steps to the left and imbedded into the wall. He took a step towards it and was hit by a force field being emitted from the drones, pinning him in place. 
 
    He resisted it, but it was too strong. That didn’t stop him, and he struggled against it futilely until his mind remembered that there was a deactivation code. 
 
    “I am Ironman,” he spoke aloud, then the drones released their fields and withdrew to another area of the hatchery, for he could see other growth pods beyond his stretching for hundreds of meters, yet his was the only one that had been lifted into release position. The others were still on the ground and plugged into the nutrient delivery systems that fed them the material necessary for the Paladin to grow to maturity in a state of coma until it was time for them to be born. 
 
    Now free of his invisible restraints, he walked to the indoctrination terminal and stepped onto the silver circle at the base, activating the series of neural uploads that were not part of his base template. Included in those were mission data and check programs that would be run within his mind confirming that his development had been successful. His mind responded naturally, almost as if it was talking to the computer without his control, which was close to the truth.  
 
    When a tone sounded he knew he was complete and ready for assignment…but there was no one here to give him one. He understood the basic mission parameters, but there was no commander on site to assign him a work detail. 
 
    A hologram appeared before him, with a notation indicating that it was a recording, and he knew from the odd red eyes on the blue/green Paladin that this was Supreme Viceroy Thrawn. 
 
    “If you are hearing my voice now, then you have successfully infiltrated enemy territory. Neither I nor any other member of Star Force can directly assist you. The shield barrier is beyond our technology and will wipe the mind of anyone crossing it, lifeform or machine alike. All you see around you has been built by crude methods of communication with drones constructed on the far side by memory locked devices. You are the first person on the inside, and to date we believe that our presence has gone unnoticed. It is imperative that remain so as we build.” 
 
    “Your assignment is to assist in the birthing of the first wave of Paladin and expand Station 001 into a level 2 facility, at which point a Viceroy will be early birthed to lead. We cannot risk his template being captured, and if you are unable to remain hidden then this mission will fail. Expand, grow, and do not rise to the surface of the Sphere. You have temporary command until an Administrator is cleared for safe growth. Scout the perimeter. Check all automated systems. Report their status to me using the existing relay system. Realtime communication is impossible.” 
 
    The hologram shut off, and the new Paladin now had his orders. The knowledge in his mind was sufficient to tell him what the current extent of the underground facility was at to date, as well as giving him a familiarity with the surrounding area and even the surface above, which he had been forbidden to go to. He understood that order, for if hiding was imperative then rising to the surface could jeopardize that…even as he realized drones had already been up there and there were many passages cut leading to now camouflaged hatches within the jungle environment. 
 
    But all this had been accomplished by drones without remote control, and that meant important details could have been overlooked. Fully automated drones were good in known environments, but unreliable in new ones. He was the solution to that, so the Paladin left the indoctrination terminal on his bare, clawed feet and walked across to a familiar hall, though he’d never seen it before in his few minutes of life.  
 
    He rounded the corner, then went down two more sections before coming to an equipment room. Typically he didn’t require clothing when indoors, but since he was the first in an unknown environment he stepped into an open skeleton of an armored suit, with it sealing around his body and enclosing him from neck to foot claws in a matte blue shell equal in tone to his skin. 
 
    The helmet was retracted and out of sight, but he could summon it at a moment’s notice. When the internal life support stabilized, he realized it was cooling him a bit more than the air. That prompted him to do a check of the station’s life support systems by walking over to one of the redundant controls hubs placed throughout the growing station. He confirmed his suspicion and found the internal atmosphere running 8 degrees warmer than programmed.  
 
    A check on the systems that were supposed to keep that nominal were showing external heat competing with inadequate cooling systems given that they didn’t have the option of a surface vent at this time. The magma layer of the Sphere was too close, and while the temperature range was acceptable, it was not prime, so he ordered the construction drones off their current assignments and reworked the growing station blueprints to include an auxiliary life support station to accommodate for the excess heat.  
 
    That would delay other portions from needed infrastructure, but a proper base of operations had to be established.  
 
    He reviewed the remainder of the construction orders, found them to be acceptable, then began a tour of the existing 1,309 acres of facility doing his assigned checks and finding a few anomalies. He corrected those then sent a report back across the automated system that would send a signal down through the connecting tunnel that passed through the magma layer to the solid outer shell, then the message would be encoded onto physical crystals that would not be wiped when they were sent through the field to a receiver on the other side that would decode them then transmit the message in traditional fashion. 
 
    If the Supreme Viceroy sent a return message, it would take approximately 1 hour and 12 minutes to get a response. That was painfully slow, but workable, as the Paladin got a series of updated orders from Thrawn over the coming days as he got the station up to proper status prior to the spawning of the first wave. 
 
    There were 99 others that all came out of their pods within a space of 20 minutes. He was there to give them a familiar face and help them through their disorientation periods, then the workforce spread throughout the infrastructure and began expanding it rapidly. The drones were still used, but other equipment had been sent across waiting for manual use, and the Paladin took to the semi-automated tools and began traditional mining, material fabrication, construction, food production, etc. 
 
    It was the beginning of the bee hive, and several waves of reinforcements were grown and birthed over the coming months before Thrawn gave the go ahead for an Administrator variant to be added.  
 
    The genetic material for that individual was not present in the station, so it had to be passed across the Essence shield barrier in a cargo sled that had no computer power whatsoever. A receiving mechanical claw that had been built on this side caught the sled and allowed a 3 man crew of workers to unload it onto a drone that then sped up through the magma layer umbilical to the station carrying several crates of supplies along with one tiny palm-sized canister that contained the Administrator genetic material. 
 
    It was loaded into a growth pod along with the specially designed biogel, which was another rare gem within the Star Force tech tree that they didn’t want others to obtain. It had originally been patterned off Li’vorkrachnika technology, but had been highly advanced since, allowing spawning times to drop considerably. 1st Triad body types were now grown to adulthood in only 19 days thanks to the advanced biogel, but the genetic profiles inserted into it were the true secret of the Paladin and guarded accordingly. 
 
    Sending the skirmisher genetic code in without any guards had been a risk, but a low one considering the Star Force incursion had not yet been discovered. Following it had come the worker and medic templates, but the Administrators were far more advanced. That was why it was coming in now, and only one, for you couldn’t just take a skin sample from a Paladin and grow a new one from it. The genetic samples were specially designed micro-eggs that would form a fully grown Paladin…but the fast growth genetics would disappear upon adulthood.  
 
    It was another safety feature added to the Paladin, as was the fact that they would only grow in Star Force produced biogel. So if someone did manage to steal some Paladin genetic profiles, they wouldn’t be able to grow them unless a very narrow band of conditions were established. 
 
    But with a properly configured genetic sample and the biogel, the Administrator grew to maturity in only 12 days. He was of a smaller frame than the skirmishers, but came out of his pod much the same way…though from a shorter height, for his muscle mass was not as robust. 
 
    All the Paladin were capable of working as individuals and as a team, no matter what variant they were, but as soon as the Administrator was acclimated…which took only a matter of minutes…he took control of the station colony and started doing what he had been designed for…which was organizing and running operations. 
 
    He chose which other variants to grow, and when to grow them, requesting and getting the appropriate genetic profiles from the other side as Thrawn let the colony grow along standard lines without him micromanaging it. It took several months before a level 2 facility was finished, which required full self-sufficiency of material production, foodstuff growth, and defense to allow it to survive without external supply. That didn’t mean it could produce everything in the Paladin catalog without specialty equipment and imports, but it had enough to maintain and grow from here on out alone, which was really the most basic status of a Paladin colony, equivalent to one of their landing cruisers which they hadn’t had the option of employing here. 
 
    Once the level 2 status had been achieved, Thrawn ordered a redundant assessment of all tunnels and minimal scouting above the exit hatches on the surface. When that did not draw any obvious response, he sent over the Viceroy genetic profile while holding all others in reserve until Samsiv was operational. 
 
    All Paladin were given numbers for identification purposes except the Viceroys. They were given names, given how rare they were, and the newly spawned one came out of its larger growth pod already knowing his, though he was perplexed at the green skin he bore. Paladin were supposed to be dark blue, but as he looked around he saw the nearby medics were also green. 
 
    “Why are we…” he said, coughing out the last bit of biogel from his lungs, “a different coloration?” 
 
    “Camouflage, on the order of the Supreme Viceroy,” a medic said, looking of almost identical form to the skirmishers with only a few small adjustments to the same 1st Triad body frame. “We are situated beneath a jungle environment.” 
 
    The large Paladin cracked his neck to the side, flexing muscles that had never moved before, as he saw a smaller Administrator approach from a nearby hallway and walk up directly in front of him. 
 
    “We have activity on the surface.” 
 
    Samsiv growled, knowing he needed to get his indoctrination update, but time did not always allow for procedure to follow course. “Explain.” 
 
    “Passive sensors indicate aircraft will pass within 60 miles of our surface exits. Their trajectory does not match our location, but the proximity is concerning.” 
 
    “Has there been any recent activity, ours or others, to precipitate this?” 
 
    “None noticed, but we do not have full scanning capability due to…” 
 
    “…the nature of our assignment,” he finished. “We have no defenses on the surface?” 
 
    “None other than anonymity.” 
 
    “Then preserve it. Take no action and inform me if the aircraft alter course or otherwise do not pass by as anticipated.” 
 
    “There is a message packet waiting for you from the Supreme Viceroy. It arrived two hours ago.” 
 
    Samsiv ignored the Administrator, who did not need a reply, and moved to the indoctrination station. He got his mental downloads of recent data, then pulled up the hologram from Thrawn…whom his own genetic memory had been patterned off of. 
 
    “This is our moment, brother. Star Force has no stealth entry options beyond the Paladin, and a direct assault is questionable, for we do not understand the nature of the shield protecting the Sphere. You must disable it if we have any hope to mount an assault from the outside, but do not do so until you gather sufficient knowledge of our enemy within. We are at a great disadvantage, and only through supreme intellect can we hope to overcome this challenge…” 
 
    The Supreme Viceroy went on and on, for nearly a full hour, detailing much of what Samsiv already knew, but explaining subtleties to his genetic memory that were critical. Samsiv would not have been assigned this mission if another Viceroy could have been sent, but even if they had survived the crossing of the barrier…which was not even certain…they would have had to revert to base template anyway, so sending one of them would have been counterproductive.  
 
    That meant Samsiv was in charge, though with a lifeline to Thrawn, who was situated just outside the barrier to facilitate the fastest communication possible, despite the risk to him if the entry location was discovered. This enemy had the ability to pass through both the barrier and the solid structure of the sphere, emerge outside the perimeter, and attack at will. So far that had not happened, but they were continually hitting other Star Force installations and it did not appear that was going to relent until something else drew their attention. 
 
    But that could not be Samsiv. His incursion had to remain a secret, though the ultimate success of this mission was the only thing that was going to protect the Star Force worlds, for the power of Essence defied full comprehension and allowed these…Vargemma…to bypass both armor and shields. 
 
    That was both curious and frightening, but the Viceroy was designed to counter hard problems and find a solution, and so long as he had time and anonymity here he would find a way to let the rest of Star Force in. 
 
    But Thrawn wanted more than that. He did not just want the enemy destroyed, but possession of the Sphere, for it was suspected that it was created by a far greater power in the galaxy and now inhabited by a lesser. Star Force needed that power, so Samsiv’s mission was even more important than protecting the empire. It was about securing a future beyond what they currently possessed, and because of that great mandate, Thrawn was sending the forbidden templates.  
 
    They were the Paladin templates that were not allowed to be grown except on special order by Thrawn or an Archon or Maverick, because they possessed psionics. It was an upgrade possibility that the Paladin had earned long ago, but they were not allowed to employ them for standard operations. Most races in Star Force were forbidden psionics unless an individual obtained them for himself, with the exception of the Knight races. Paladin were not a Knight race, nor ever would be. They stood alone as something else, but the trailblazers had known long ago that standard tactics would not be enough in some circumstances, so they created and refined the forbidden templates keeping them in reserve just in case of an emergency such as this…and they had kept those individuals previously grown separate from the existing Paladin and everyone else, though where they were nobody knew. 
 
    Samsiv wouldn’t grow them until needed, and right now he did not. What he needed was to grow and expand beyond this one station, for if it was compromised he could not risk all Paladin on this side of the barrier to be located and destroyed. They had to spread out, as far and wide as they could, creating multiple small colonies and begin to learn about where they were, who was nearby, and how best they could be killed…or if they needed to be killed. The possibility of non-combatants hadn’t been ruled out, but at this point it was assumed there were none and that any individual encountered would be hostile in some extent. 
 
    So the Paladin had to remain hidden while they grew and explored. That would take years. Years that Star Force did not have. But the empire was so large that entire chunks of it could be lost and Star Force would continue to thrive, even with the Hadarak front creeping outwards towards V’kit’no’sat territory. 
 
    Star Force did not like losing people, but when there was no other option they could weather it. Samsiv would not delay, but he could not rush this operation. They were only going to get once chance before they were discovered, and when that happened they had to be ready. And they would be. He may have been born today, but he was a Viceroy as much as the others, and patient, precise planning was what he had been designed for, and even now he understood the privilege of his Core landing in this body. He did not know if there was a purpose in it, or if his arrival threw this spawn point was random, but he was here now and he had the weight of a galaxy-wide empire on his shoulders. 
 
    Which was not a problem. He was a Viceroy. He was built for this. And the one thing that drove the Paladin above all else was the completion of their mission, and the bigger the mission the better. 
 
    And he had just been assigned the most important mission in Paladin history to date.  
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    September 4, 128542 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Station 039 
 
      
 
    The Paladin spawned fast, and not just because of their natural growth rate. Key supplies continued to flow, most importantly biogel, from beyond the barrier. That, combined with the abundant natural resources of the sphere, had allowed Samsiv to rapidly increase the Paladin ranks and expand beyond the first station to dozens of others. He’d also transferred himself, for the key to this entire operation was secrecy, and if the Paladin were found he could not be.  
 
    That was mandated from back when the Paladin’s ancestors were Li’vorkrachnika. He had memories from back then, stemming from Thrawn, so he knew their history, their strengths, and their fatal flaws. But keeping their Masterminds hidden was not one of them, for if the enemy could access his mind, a treasure trove of information would be handed to them. Suicide was not preferred, and Star Force valued his life more than the information, but the armored vest he wore did contain a kill protocol if he should ever need it. 
 
    But that would be a decision he would make in the moment, not before. His death was not mandated, but there were some situations, with some enemies, where a quick death would be preferable to what otherwise would follow. That, combined with the knowledge contained in his mind, was why all Viceroys carried a kill protocol in their vests…just in case. 
 
    So far there wasn’t any need for it. The Vargemma appeared to be clueless, though it wasn’t entirely their fault. The sheer size of the sphere would make it difficult to surveil, though Star Force would have found a way. Still, of the 74 stations that Samsiv had established to date, spread over 2,300 miles and connected by a series of subsurface tunnels with a labyrinth of false ends and sealable passages to thwart intruders, they were essentially in the same spot as far as the sphere went. Even a section of it the size of all the surface area on earth was a tiny pinprick when viewed from the center of the sphere. 
 
    That viewpoint was speculation only, for Samsiv had no assets there. He couldn’t risk putting anything into space, and the only active sensors he had in operation were short ranged around the perimeter of the few stations that had surface exits. Those were all within jungle, though two of the stations had crossed one of the mountainous barriers between the ‘strips’ of the sphere.  
 
    The sphere was not perfectly flat, for there were mountains and other geography spread across it, but those mountains paled in comparison to the boundaries between regions. Those stretched higher than the atmosphere, peaking out at 94 miles, though in some areas that wasn’t high enough and some higher density air would leak over the tops and cascade down into neighboring regions. Samsiv wondered if that was intentional or a malfunction, caused perhaps by the mismanagement of the Vargemma. 
 
    Regardless, each region was massive and stretched wider than 8 earth-sized planets placed together in a line like pearls. However, the length of the regions stretched a quarter of the distance around the star, ending only at the quadrant barriers. Those were of the same height and design, but crisscrossed the strips on the equator of the sphere, then two polar circles that resulted in 8 different super regions of the sphere being outlined.  
 
    Then there were random breaks in some of the strip regions. The reason for those hadn’t yet been determined, but there was so much territory within the sphere that Samsiv doubted the Vargemma had been able to search it all on foot, let alone dig deep beneath the outer layers. He too had the same problem, but with far less time and assets, though he had learned a great deal in the few years he had been here. 
 
    Thrawn would not tell him what was transpiring in the rest of the empire, citing it would only be a distraction, but Samsiv knew the Vargemma attacks were continuing, for every now and then he would see a massive fleet leave the sphere, but through different means. Some appeared to disappear where they stood, ostensibly leaving using the stargate effect that Star Force had learned from the Knights of Quenar. But the other method was of greater interest to him. 
 
    Those fleets would move towards the land within the sphere, then disappear through giant circles. Samsiv couldn’t see those on the near side of the sphere, because he didn’t have an elevated viewpoint, but those on the far side he could. Passive sensors were limited, especially at that range, but he could still see a basic picture of what was happening. A shimmering effect would manifest overtop a circle approximately 127 miles in diameter, then the Vargemma ships would pass through in a column due to the narrow aperture.  
 
    But they didn’t go all the way through. They’d get partway in, then they’d simply disappear. No movement on the exterior of the sphere was noted, not that Thrawn had a sufficient vantage point to know for sure in the immediate perimeter, but the ships were not going to the nearby Kanethrol System or any others noted. Only when the fleets left the ‘traditional’ way would they appear in nearby systems. 
 
    Where these others were going was a mystery, but Samsiv had noted the ship silhouettes passing through. There were Olopar in many of them, but the bulk of the ships belonged to the individual Vargemma races, and they each had a telltale build to them. He had been matching them up with the technology of the surface cities, but not all were accounted for. Perhaps those that were not came from cities on this side of the sphere that he could not see yet…but their ships were not coming this way, for the most part. They were engaging in commerce of some form with the others, and Samsiv speculated that they were not native to this sphere.  
 
    The implications of that were not good, but it was the logical conclusion. If the spheres could connect to each other or different locations, they could effectively bypass the rest of the galaxy in anonymity…as well as reinforce each other. That meant if Star Force assaulted this one, they might have to fight the fleets of all of them as they came here through the portals, and that was something that Samsiv did not think was a feasible fight to take on. 
 
    Defeating those here already would be a gargantuan task given their Essence firepower disadvantage. When the time came, the Archons would bring their Materia and fight Essence with Essence to hopefully tip the scales away from pointless drone carnage, but the unknown capabilities of the enemy worried him. If they were going to have any chance of attainable victory, they had to confine the players to what were already in this sphere. He could not allow reinforcement in unknown quantities on an unknown timespan. 
 
    The Paladin won battles because they were able to assess the enemy and adapt, but if you couldn’t see the source of the reinforcements you couldn’t get accurate numbers or distances. Did these ships require a year to pass through, or a mere day? It was impossible to tell without tagging or at least identifying individual ships and waiting until they reappeared at some point, but Samsiv couldn’t do that at this distance on passive sensors.  
 
    The best option would be to find a way to deactivate the portals, but that was a long way in the future. He had to learn about the sphere, and he didn’t have to go far to do it for there were trillions of interface points built into the structure and designed for people to find and use them. 
 
    His scouts had discovered them as they explored on foot through the jungles only a few months ago. The first one had been in a small abandoned outpost with little more than 6 rooms spread around a central area that contained an obelisk. The top of the outpost was a hexagonal dome that was almost entirely covered with tree branches, but just enough was visible that it could be seen from the air…if only Samsiv had some assets that he could use up there without detection. 
 
    His scouts had been very cagey, not entering the outpost for days and only after getting his personal permission. Even then they had proceeded with a variety of protocols to keep themselves hidden, for they didn’t know it was abandoned until they got inside. The rooms had nothing in them, but the stone the structure was made of was not natural. It was nanotechnology similar to his armor, but far more advanced. For all he knew the entire structure could transform into a ship, landing pad, etc, but the obelisk in the center stood a pure, impressive red and was so foreboding his scouts reported that it was hard to look away. 
 
    There was a reason for that, which they found out soon thereafter. Thanks only to the discipline of the Paladin did they resist that allure in the beginning, but when they began to freely walk around the empty outpost did they come close enough to be drawn harder towards it.  
 
    They didn’t resist, for there appeared to be no threat and no coercion, just a need to get closer and look at it. Then when one of them got within a meter his body was frozen there and his mind scanned…which the obelisk then informed him of and apologized for the rudeness of the interaction. It claimed it required the language files from his mind to be able to communicate properly to fulfill its function, which was to supply information about the Temple. 
 
    The ‘Temple’ was what the sphere was called when translated into English, and the obelisk would not supply information on the language of the builders, nor who they were. Some information was restricted, which the obelisk apologized for, but it eagerly encouraged further questions.  
 
    First from the scouts were about the Vargemma and if the obelisk was reporting their arrival to them or anyone else. The obelisk replied that it did not have the ability to communicate other than by voice, per its design. Mental downloads were forbidden on the grounds that learning was a slow process, and instant knowledge was hollow knowledge. 
 
    Samsiv bristled at that. His existence and usefulness was based on instant knowledge, but he could understand a public database needing to be meted out gradually to strangers. A second obelisk, known as a ‘Responder,’ had been found three days ago some 92 miles to the northeast of the first one, and his scouts there had been asking the same questions to confirm what the first had said and see if there were any deviations or differences in programming. 
 
    A simple map of all Responder locations was apparently banned, but the more general map of the Temple and its purpose was not. His scouts had filed a full report after physically returning to deliver the data rather than risk a detectable transmission, though Samsiv had already ordered subsurface tunnels be established with communication lines to facilitate faster updates. 
 
    As it was, Samsiv had a visual and audio copy of the interactions with the Responders, and while he couldn’t ply it with questions himself, his scouts had covered the basics and the machine interface seemed to like to talk about the grandiose nature of the Temple at length, with this particular snippet being of supreme importance to Samsiv. 
 
    “The Founders created the Temples to provide sanctuary for the Essence users so they might develop to their potential away from the Hadarak, who would otherwise extinguish their light before it could mature. The Temples were constructed in such a manner to remain hidden from the Hadarak and the native lifeforms of the besieged galaxy. The Founders have created an environment where such races can grow without interference and learn from the knowledge left behind. Only when sufficient development has been reached will the Founders return and those that have taken sanctuary within the Temples can then repay the gift of free and enhanced growth by aiding the Founders in removing the Hadarak from this galaxy permanently.” 
 
    “But without the Founders this task is impossible and should not be attempted. And without a full Temple of experienced Essence wielders, the Founders will not have the strength to remove the Hadarak themselves. The Masters and the Apprentices must work together in order to isolate this corner of the warfront and free it from the threat of the Hadarak, but that means you must learn and grow, and based on my scans you know very little about the ways of Essence. Your learning begins now. Ask questions. Many, many questions, and I will be able to answer most of them to your satisfaction.” 
 
    Questions about the Hadarak yielded no useful answers beyond the common knowledge of what their frontrunners were. Lurkers and anything beyond that would not be confirmed nor denied by the Responders, and when asked why they would not respond, his scouts were told that knowledge of the Hadarak would only encourage a preemptive and futile attack, and that such things had happened in other Temples, thus the Responders had been programmed not to encourage future ones by providing information that was not yet needed.  
 
    But it was clear that these Founders…which would also go without description…were the enemy of the Hadarak and engaged in a massive war stretching out billions of years, if not longer. And though it wasn’t specifically stated, Samsiv inferred that this ‘corner’ of the conflict was the entirety of the Milky Way galaxy. Nothing else made sense, given that the Hadarak were at the center and had access to everywhere within it. But if they could be destroyed from the entire galaxy, whatever method of transport they had between them…which Star Force technology could not currently provide…might be able to be cut off or blocked, making this galaxy free from the Hadarak while others still suffered from their…invasion? 
 
    That wasn’t clear, in fact much wasn’t, but there was a wealth of information here to dig through if you knew how to ask the right questions, so Samsiv dispatched Paladin Research variants with the explicit task of remaining at the outposts and quietly gathering as much data as they could without drawing attention from the Vargemma. 
 
    And from that data, Samsiv had learned that the massive regional barriers were in fact empty cities that the Vargemma and others were allowed to inhabit prior to constructing their own on the ‘natural’ expanses between them.  
 
    That meant those cities were built by the Founders, and Samsiv needed to explore them as his other Researchers continued to analyze the construction of the outer shell of the Temple and the other bits of technology they had come across, including massive mechanized worms that dug through the crust leaving tunnels of their own through which magma would rise and harden, creating veins of valuable material more easily accessible with the hidden solari inside it.  
 
    But those weren’t the only Temple drones moving about. The aerial craft that had buzzed nearby the initial Paladin station had not belonged to the Vargemma. Instead they were Caretaker craft that would monitor and repair any Founder technology that became damaged…including the act of destroying those that were damaging it. The Temple had to be preserved, and its continued existence was more valuable than those taking refuge within…hence the Vargemma were expendable if they tried to break anything. 
 
    That meant it wasn’t just the Vargemma that were a threat to Star Force here, but also the Caretakers, and Samsiv sensed their firepower might be greater than that of the denizens, though he hadn’t seen any evidence of it yet. 
 
    There was so much to learn and explore here, but it could not be rushed, no matter what was happening elsewhere in the galaxy. The Paladin only had this one shot at anonymity, so they couldn’t move too fast and risk exposure. If the Vargemma were here learning from the Temple, then so too would the Paladin. And once they’d learned enough, including how to access the Temple from the outside and what would trigger the Caretakers’ combat protocols and what would not, then and only then could Star Force launch their attack on the Vargemma. 
 
    Thrawn agreed, and urged further caution, but Samsiv knew that the longer this mission took the more of Star Force would die. He was not comfortable with that, but it was the situation thrust upon them and not of their own choosing, and he would not endanger the mission to try and change it. The future of the empire, and perhaps the galaxy as a whole, depended on conquering the Vargemma here and taking possession of this Temple.  
 
    And until they knew how to do that, there was no path available to Samsiv other than to stay hidden and learn…while growing an invasion army beneath the surface where the Vargemma hopefully would not detect it until the time to act eventually came years into the future.  
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    April 17, 128543 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Region 1193 
 
      
 
    Skirmisher 33929 was far from any of the Paladin stations, as were many of the others. The Viceroy had many scout teams out exploring various locations on the sphere’s surface, some of which were identified by the Responders, but his current one had not been. The automated information terminals were very useful and forthcoming with basic information, but a lot of specifics were not allowed to be known...or perhaps just not known by people who could not use Essence.  
 
    The empty rooms in the Responder terminals were actually Essence training locations that required a means of interaction that the Paladin did not possess. But the Viceroy had deduced much from the information given to them, and 33929 was now on the periphery of an undisclosed location within the massive jungle in this sub-region. The sub-region itself was more than 10 times larger than most planets, and without orbital or even aerial surveillance finding this location would have been next to impossible, but using long range scoping on the far sides of the sphere and working out a not so obvious pattern, the Viceroy’s instructions had led him straight here. 
 
    It wasn’t much, given the grandeur of the entire ‘Temple’ sphere, but it was several miles wide cut out of the jungle with multiple buildings spread around what was basically a landing pad for Caretaker craft. 33929 had been instructed not to interfere with their operations and they should ignore him, but he wasn’t going to enter the facility just yet. First he would get visual recordings of the area, moving around the entire perimeter, and observing the activity…of which there was a lot. 
 
    The odd aerial craft were moving in, picking up cargo, and moving out by the hundreds per minute. They appeared to be using a very old design of aerolift engines rather than anti-grav, based off centrifugal force and spinning a series of discs on the underside of the butterfly-like wings. It was efficient, but far inferior to anti-grav, which seemed to conflict with the ultra-high tech nature of the sphere.  
 
    The crates they were carrying were simple cubes, being brought up from below ground by robotic workers that were mostly arms and rolled about on a spherical ball rather than wheels or legs. Hour after hour it was the same, crates coming up, nothing going down, and nothing opening up.  
 
    The Skirmisher needed to figure out what was inside, so after many hours of careful surveillance from the jungle’s edge, he activated his ‘ninja’ armor and disappeared beneath a decent cloaking device. It wasn’t perfect, especially on dirt and moving through leaves, but on the solid landing field all the cloak had to do was mimic far off objects as he moved through the air. Even the heat shimmers coming off the area were easy to replicate, he just hoped the Caretakers’ sensors couldn’t see him. 
 
    He wasn’t registering anything exotic, though there were various sensor beams in the area coming from the workers as they navigated about. He slipped by those easily, making sure not to get run over, for these workers were some 5 meters tall or better, and headed for a stack of crates that had not yet been picked up…but he was too late, for another aerial craft swooped in just before he got there and plucked them up into four niche slots along the spine, then lifted off and sped across the jungle to parts unknown. 
 
    The delivery pattern was chaotic and seemed never to repeat, and while the Viceroy thought he knew what they were carrying, verification was required and the receiving places that had been identified would be far harder to sneak into. 
 
    So he waited in the middle of nowhere as the workers and aerial ships moved about, then saw another stack forming. A worker had brought out a single crate and left it sitting rather than handing it directly to an aerial craft. They didn’t do that much, and he hoped this was another dead drop pile forming. Regardless, he took off running and got there just as a second crate was added.  
 
    He could already see an aerial craft heading towards this spot, so he didn’t have much of a window of opportunity to get to the crates and scan them. Being there when they got picked up could count as interference, but this was the best option he had and he decided to risk it. There were no Vargemma around to see him, and the Caretakers did not communicate with them. That had become clear early on, so there were two opponents on the field and this one was not a threat as of yet. 
 
    33929 ran up to the side of the first crate just as a third was being delivered. He smashed his body up against the side of it, allowing his cloak to create a bubble around him and side of the crate, hiding his reveal of a small object that he attached to the side of it. A few seconds of scanning and then he was gone, running away from the crates as the aerial craft slid overtop them with only a slight hum from the rotating lift discs. 
 
    Nothing fired at him, and the workers didn’t deviate from their busy loading patterns. The skirmisher slunk across to the side of one of the buildings that the workers were coming up out of and stopped there, out of the way, and reviewed the scan. 
 
    Just as the Viceroy had predicted, the crate was full of resource cubes. Solid hydrogen cubes kept at ultra low temperatures to keep them in their metallic state and in the smallest volume possible. This was the fuel for the quasi star at the center of the sphere, but not just that, apparently, because the aerial craft were moving them about everywhere and not just the feeding ports that were sending the hydrogen gas out through shield tubes from the surface to the reaction array that was providing the sunlight and heat for the entire sphere.  
 
    It was possible that the other locations were for power generation for the mechanisms here, but that was still unconfirmed. 33929 had just confirmed it was indeed hydrogen cubes, so his mission here was virtually complete. A surveillance path darting from building to building and getting some visuals from the interior was all that remained, then he was back off into the jungle to relay the mission data logs to a courier that would then take them back to another courier and so forth until they got to one of the subsurface Paladin stations. Then and only then would the data be transmitted over the landlines to all of the facilities, including whichever one the Viceroy was currently hiding at… 
 
      
 
    Skirmisher 73918 was on a different mission in a different location, and he was not alone, but rather in a team of 6 that were approaching the edge of the jungle where it met a massive vertical wall. 
 
    That wall was the strip between regions, and itself was a massive internal city that appeared to be deserted. The Responders could not, or would not, tell them what the population of the Temple was or how many of these cities were inhabited, but passive surveillance in the previous months had shown no activity whatsoever at this point, whereas others further away showed obvious craft coming and going from the top of the wide wall. 
 
    Fortunately the Paladin would not have to climb it, for there were entrances at ground level. The skirmisher team had waited outside for nearly an hour before approaching, and only then under cloak, to the large archway that had no door within it. The opening stood 28 meters high, and as soon as 73918 passed through it his cloak failed.  
 
    Some sort of energy barrier was within the archway, and as soon as he got on the other side his cloak reactivated and he disappeared again, save for a minor outline sketch provided for his team so they wouldn’t bump into each other. That small signal was designed to be as minimal as possible and undetectable by most surveillance technology, but whatever that barrier was it had ripped right through the cloaking field and made them totally visible for a couple of seconds. The question was if anyone was watching. 
 
    The temperature inside was starkly colder, and it was dark. Pitch black not too far inside, but a series of lights activated flanking the Paladin. More lit as they walked further in, and it became obvious that the city was tracking them, possibly by their footsteps, for the cloak couldn’t mask the pressure on the floor. 
 
    They continued to walk silently, noticing behind them that the lights turned back off once they got far enough away from the archway. It was as if the city was expecting people to come here, but was in powered-down mode until they came and claimed it. The whole thing wasn’t turning on because of the Paladin team, just the area around them, until they came to a ‘T’ in the corridor and the light went right, but not left. 
 
    They were obviously guiding the Paladin, who remained cloaked, and the team decided to split up and see what happened. Three went the way of the lights, while the others took the other hallway. After a few meters of walking it was clear that the city only wanted them to go in one direction, because the lights didn’t follow the others. That meant they were being led somewhere important, or into a trap.  
 
    So they all split up, with 73918 taking point and following where the lights led him. The others didn’t get far away, but explored down side hallways getting some battlemap data that would later be combined between them to make a better map of the tiny sliver of the barrier wall city they were inching their way into. 
 
    Oddly their path didn’t take them far, barely two miles inside before they came to what looked like a control center. The entire circular room lit up, showing 6 different levels around an open air atrium. It was unoccupied, but a number of systems began auto-activating on their arrival. The skirmisher had been prepared for this, and already familiar with the Temple technology as taught by the Responders. He moved to a master control panel and shut down the auto-activation sequence, fearing it might alert the Vargemma if they could monitor the status of the empty cities. 
 
    The other Paladin joined him shortly, then they set shop while sending one back to the jungle to call in a waiting team further out. No signals were sent, so he had to run there, then a group of skirmishers escorting 4 Researchers returned with him, bringing the Paladin’s scientists into the control center where they began to quickly analyze the technology and found out what it could control. 
 
    Far more information was available to them here than had been via the Responders. They were able to get a current map of everyone in the Temple…which also meant someone else could see them here too, but the interface population numbers were continually going up, ostensibly as new births were occurring, so a handful more shouldn’t draw attention.  
 
    That said, if someone had configured their systems to monitor for new arrivals…but the entire sphere seemed to be invitation only, so there wasn’t much of a risk of detection if someone had to be constantly monitoring. 
 
    Still, there was a risk, and it was possible they’d been detected already. Given that fact, they opted to stay and gather what information they could before returning to the jungle. They’d intended to stay only a few hours, but there was so much information they ended up staying for days without any interference from the outside. It was only lack of supplies that caused them to leave, though there were automated systems that could have Caretaker-produced foodstuffs delivered to them. 
 
    They did not execute that option, fearing a larger profile here. So they gathered up a wealth of data then left to return it to the Viceroy and let him decide how to proceed… 
 
      
 
    Samsiv belatedly approved their decision to stay and get the data, though he didn’t like the exposure. They might have gotten lucky, and in their study they found that the population data was only for the border cities. The Temple’s monitoring systems did not extend out into the wilderness areas or the infrastructure created in orbit by the Vargemma, though it did include the space infrastructure not created by them. 
 
    So the population number he had was incomplete, for there were many Vargemma cities in the Regions between the border cities. Why they had created their own while there were vast tracks of unoccupied city confused him. Star Force would have done the same, but in order to produce their own technology. The Vargemma appeared to use the Temple technology, except for the Olopar, which were in fact produced by Caretaker shipyards under the direction of the Vargemma…though the Vargemma had to supply them with the necessary materials harvested from the sphere. 
 
    But there were massive Vargemma cities with high populations, not just workers. It took a while to assimilate the data on all the various races…some 20488 in total as monitored by the Caretakers…but eventually Samsiv was able to figure out what the information did not say. The dispersion patterns were obvious, despite the varying sizes of cities.  
 
    The Vargemma had a rule or agreement to only colonize certain areas for each race, probably as a hedge against a race to occupy territory. It appeared they were not united, and historical records of time spent here detailed several wars between the Vargemma races that the Caretakers immediately stepped in to stop…lethally. Though they weren’t visible currently, the Caretakers did indeed have warships and smaller anti-personnel drones that activated and destroyed all those Vargemma engaged in combat.  
 
    Those that did not shoot were spared, but even those that defended themselves were targeted and destroyed with alarming efficiency. And that meant if Star Force was going to fight here, they’d also have to fight the Caretaker army simultaneously. 
 
    That made this mission nearly impossible. The Vargemma with their Essence weapons were problematic enough, now the Viceroy had to deal with a potentially even more dangerous foe.  
 
    When Thrawn was brought up to speed his worries mirrored Samsiv’s. This Temple was basically a sanctuary that allowed the Vargemma to murder whoever they wanted out in the galaxy, then return here and be protected. They could hide out inside and launch surprise attacks forever, and the Caretakers would defend them so long as they didn’t shoot back.  
 
    Curiously though, the Olopar had not been used during those previous wars. Perhaps because they were Caretaker technology? And the war machines that emerged from hidden areas were all conventional technology, no Essence weapons, and that was a key giveaway to Samsiv. 
 
    The Caretakers could not produce Essence, so they had not been configured to fight with it…yet the sphere itself used Essence for its shield.  
 
    Samsiv sent the team back again, for he needed specific searches for items of interest, and when he got them a gigantic mystery was solved. The Caretakers were machines, so they could not produce Essence, but they could harvest it from others. They had massive collectors embedded within nodes on the outer shell of the sphere, but still buried within the perimeter, that could detach and move out into the galaxy to harvest Essence when and if the reserves got too low. 
 
    Those harvesters fit the description the trailblazers had provided of the damage done to several planets in the distant past. People ripped up from the surface and killed, draining their Essence into storage canisters, one of which had been left behind for Star Force to find, and those canisters were also Caretaker technology and available for production if you had the necessary Essence skill level to unlock the mechanisms. 
 
    The entire Temple seemed geared to enticing the denizens into developing their Essence skills, as well as requiring periodic donations of their own Essence to fuel the reserves that ran a number of different systems. It seemed the harvesters were a last ditch respite if the Temple emptied out, or ran too low on population to provide enough. And that also explained the zero tolerance policy for fighting each other, for that would quickly diminish the population levels and the available Essence that they produced. 
 
    There were collection terminals everywhere, and it seemed that the act of producing the Essence was part of the training that increased one’s own reserves. So the longer they lived here and produced for the communal reserves, the more they would be able to produce.  
 
    Samsiv had extensive knowledge of how Essence worked, given to the Paladin by the trailblazers, and that verified what he was seeing here. Any Essence Rush would trigger an adaptation to up the amount of Essence a body contained. It wasn’t a big adjustment, but over the millions of years an individual could amass more Essence than an army of novices combined. 
 
    And with the population demographics came their Essence level ratings as well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4 
 
      
 
      
 
    July 5, 128543 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Region 1193 
 
      
 
    The amount of information that Samsiv was receiving was growing exponentially, as were his Paladin. Critical supplies continued to flow in from the outside, while the bulk of logistics were being produced locally, beneath the surface where the Vargemma could not see. Population levels had risen to 1.2 million after two and a half years, which was decent considering they were having to build entirely underground. Their spread would be greatly enhanced if they could build on the surface and not have to carve out interior space for everything…including getting rid of the rock, which was having to be chucked back out the entrance holes and into the nebula to hide it from the Vargemma. 
 
    Surveillance on the nearest inhabited cities had begun, with his scouts using passive scopes to observe the surface and surrounding foot traffic, then Samsiv was correlating that data with what they were getting from the Temple’s own monitoring systems. His small team had so far gone unnoticed within one of the empty cities, but he knew that would not happen if they moved in there in greater numbers. The Vargemma probably didn’t think it was possible for anyone else to get inside the Temple, so they weren’t monitoring for an incursion. 
 
    That was sloppy of them. They had to know Star Force was looking for a way in, and the number of ships being sent off towards the nebula should not have been missed unless all the Vargemma scouts had been eliminated. Samsiv didn’t know if that had happened or they just assumed the Essence barrier around the sphere was impregnable.  
 
    Then again, they might not have a way to monitor the exterior either, or get out there. They could obviously use the stargate technique to hop through the walls or other barriers, but the more Samsiv learned he began to understand that that was not a part of the Temple’s design. There had to be some modification of the barrier to allow that, for the Knights of Quenar couldn’t get through using the same technique, but all of the noted paths in and out of the sphere were in the form of the Stargate portals built into the landscape. 
 
    They connected to other Temples, but beyond that he had no information from the Responders or the city databases. It was as if he could access the ‘head this way to get to’ signs, but nothing beyond that. No map of all the Temples was available, and Samsiv was assuming it was a containment protocol in case this sphere was compromised. The invaders wouldn’t be able to find the others’ coordinates, and unless they could use Essence to activate the Stargate portals they would be useless.  
 
    That mean the Vargemma could come and go, but the Paladin could not. He had been looking for another entrance, for what if all the Vargemma died? Or how did they even get here to begin with? He suspected, due to the excessive redundancy of the Temple technology and design, that there would be a way for someone on the outside with Essence skills to get here without invitation, but so far they hadn’t located such an entrance, nor had their questions regarding such been rewarded with even a simple ‘no.’ Just the typical line that additional data requires Essence capability. 
 
    Apparently the Responders were designed for both Essence users and those that were not, for according to the active monitors within the cities, a great deal of the inhabitants here were not Essence capable…at least not yet. 62% of the 18.4 trillion monitored denizens were, while the rest were probably born here and had not been able to break through yet. Or they hadn’t earned it yet. Evidence suggested a method to make someone break through the transitional barrier, because the Responders had noted that elevation was a personal journey and only one who had achieved Essence manipulation could enlighten another. 
 
    That could mean there was a way for one Essence wielder to pass the ability on to another, or more likely some type of medical alteration that would do the same. Samsiv suspected there might be Founder technology to do that, but it would have to be operated by an Essence wielder. That meant the Paladin wouldn’t be able to acquire it, at least not without help…and that kind of help would alert the Vargemma to their existence. 
 
    But the Viceroy thought he now had what he needed to achieve victory. The battle records and follow-up research into the public knowledge of the temple contained a wealth of information that his superior mind had been sorting and exploring. He now thought he had a decent understanding of the Caretakers’ protocols. Fighting alone would not trigger their kill codes, for there were instances where nearby Caretaker units would intervene in a non-lethal fight where damage could occur until it stopped, but they also did not seem to be activated by sparring matches. 
 
    It was only when deaths occurred did they become violent, with a purging protocol for any offenders. But that protocol didn’t pursue them to the death if they stopped fighting or ran away. After a period of time they would let them go if no further deaths occurred, but they were so fast and efficient that few did live that long.  
 
    The reasons for the most recent war inside the temple were not clear, for the Caretakers did not record all information from the races here, but they did monitor them and get some data on who they were and what they did. There were 6 dominant ones that had the highest Essence ratings, and they appeared to give orders to the others. A fight between them had been the last war, and two of them were nearly exterminated here, but others arrived afterward to bolster their populations enough to recover their numbers over time. 
 
    Samsiv’s best guess was that they knew of the Caretaker protocols, but some bad blood between then was severe enough to suffer the payback in exchange for a chance at a quick and decisive strike. Ships had arrived from another Temple and then together with the Brattigh and Jestiv forces here, they had bombarded the Proloat, Vigorra, and Hampenst from within the atmosphere…but only the expansion colonies. Not those within the Temple border cities.  
 
    The Caretaker response had been laggy, and a lot of deaths had occurred before they intervened, but robotic units of varying sizes, including starships, appeared out of hidden bunkers everywhere within the crust and within the orbital facilities…then they totally laid waste to the assaulting fleet and went after the infantry fighting below, for a simultaneous attack had been made inside the border cities after the Caretakers had been drawn to the naval bombardment. 
 
    Only the Yiqq had not been involved, and they now held the largest population of any race here, but not enough to be singly dominant. It was clear to Samsiv that the races present were not a true alliance, more like various party guests brought together by someone who didn’t know about or care for their bad blood. They had to coexist, and when they didn’t the Caretakers would step in and stop, or destroy, those reducing the number of Essence wielders. 
 
    Samsiv thought that was the key to it all. The Temple had been created as a sanctuary for Essence wielders, to give them a place safe from the Hadarak to grow their skills and their numbers. If they killed each other inside that would be counterproductive, and it was better to eliminate a few troublemakers and suffer that loss than to let them kill far more through their irresponsibility. 
 
    The key fact that changed everything was the Olopar. They had not been used, and it wasn’t because of prudence. The Olopar could not be used within the Temple, for they were Temple technology and programmed to be impotent inside the sanctuary. Take them outside and you could murder whoever you liked, but not the people inside. 
 
    Samsiv had made multiple inquiries about that, and the response had been a firm ‘no’ from the Responders. The Olopar and other Temple technology available for production here for the sake of the denizens were not to be used against other Essence wielders here, and there had been protocols written to prevent such a use.  
 
    And it wasn’t just about Essence wielders, for the Olopar could not even be test fired inside the Temple. That meant Samsiv would not have to face off against the Vargemma’s strongest weapons, which was a huge relief, but the presence of the Caretakers might be an even bigger problem…if he wasn’t a Viceroy. A plan of attack had already been forming in his mind for some time, and the more supplemental data he was receiving was making him supremely confident…but they needed far greater numbers if they were going to pull this off. At least 120 million, he calculated, with more to be spawned thereafter once the Paladin could build on the surface. 
 
    There was a question of whether or not the Caretakers would intervene because the Paladin could not use Essence or because they were not invited, but his gut feeling was no. The Vargemma did not run this place, they were merely guests, and the Responders had made that clear. They freely offered their available knowledge for those without Essence, indicating that non-users being here had been predicted and accommodations made…which further suggested that there was another pathway here that might even be accessible to non-users.  
 
    He wasn’t sure about that, but a great deal of forethought had been put into a facility that seemed to run itself. If the Founders were here and watching, Samsiv wouldn’t know it. The Temple was so large it was easy to hide in, which was fortunate for the Paladin, but all the history records were mum as to who the Founders were, and all automated reactions appeared to be just that, with Samsiv unable to identify even one instance where the Caretakers didn’t follow established protocol. 
 
    The Viceroy was convinced that the Founders had built this place then moved on. To where he didn’t know, but he suspected it was either to fight or monitor the Hadarak in the Core, or perhaps beyond the galaxy itself. Regardless, they did not appear to be here, and his fight was with the Vargemma, not the Founders, so far as he knew, though he didn’t rule out that possibility if they turned out to be involved in the attacks on Star Force territory, or if they had occurred on their order. 
 
    There were more questions left unanswered, many more, but a lot had been illuminated since the Paladin’s arrival in the Temple, and the key to defeating the Vargemma was something no interstellar race had ever accomplished other than Star Force, at least as far as Star Force records went. That protocol had been included in all the Paladin’s genetic memory, and was referred to as ‘Code Blue.’  
 
    Code Blue was going to deliver this Temple into Star Force possession. It wouldn’t be quick or easy, but Samsiv thought he’d found their Achilles heel. He wasn’t ready to risk the operation on that assumption, and it would take many more months before he had the required amount of Paladin troops to launch their attack, but before then he needed to risk exposure to gain more data, and that meant growing one of the forbidden templates… 
 
      
 
    The Mind Raiders were based off the same body template as the Viceroy and the Dragoons. Some 7-9 feet tall and muscular build, but the Mind Raider had a much larger cranium, making their head extend backwards further to accommodate a larger brain. Samsiv did not have this configuration, for his mind was sufficient as it was for his task, but a Mind Raider had to have Ikrid tissue to give it the telepathy required to interrogate prisoners…and it had to have enough that even a novice could get the job done, so that meant a lot of extra basic tissue that would upgrade over the years, but the Paladin did not have years. They had to be mission capable when they spawned, hence the Mind Raiders ended up being based on the largest body chassis in what the Archons humorously referred to as ‘big head mode.’ 
 
    Samsiv had two spawned, then when they were ready he had a team of Skirmishers find isolated Vargemma on the fringes of their colonies and capture them. They were stunned and brought underground to specially made prisons, for they most likely had Essence skills that could kill the Paladin within seconds once they were conscious again. 
 
    Initial telepathic scans were done while they were unconscious, but that limited the amount of data that could be pulled. When the first of them was allowed to wake, the meter high race known as the Itolati hissed with a snake-like tongue out of its cat-like quadruped body as it groggily walked around its containment room. A few minutes later it melted the door with a disruption attack, looking like a bomb going off on the surveillance cameras, then it moved out into the exterior corridors…only to find more locked doors. 
 
    It destroyed them and kept moving until it appeared to run out of Essence, or at least wanted to keep some in reserve and not get so low it could not defend itself. Regardless, once it stopped breaking doors a hologram appeared of an identical image of the Itolati, but it spoke with Samsiv’s translated voice, for all the language files of the races here had been categorized by the Caretakers, but the one being spoken was the ‘holy’ language taught to them all by the Responders as the language the Founders wished them to speak. 
 
    “You are a captive,” Samsiv’s voice said from the Itolati hologram. “You will not be harmed. We only wish information.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the cat hissed, flicking its tongue out as if it was putting the period on the sentence.  
 
    “You will know in time, but that time is not now. A conflict is coming, and we need it to be bloodless. Do you remember the last time there was a war here?” 
 
    “Capturing me is a violation of the Alliance!” he hissed. “Are you Jestiv or Gorgonnen? Answer me you trash!” 
 
    “Neither,” Samsiv admitted. “We are superior to both of them, and soon to be the masters of all here.” 
 
    “None have the strength to accomplish that. Are you mad?” 
 
    “I am superior, but we wish you no harm, unlike the Jestiv. We simply needed to talk without revealing ourselves. I apologize for the methods, but they were necessary.” 
 
    “Spare me your apologies. I demand to know who you are…or at least what you plan to do. Answer me!” 
 
    “Tell me what you know of the Knights of Quenar.” 
 
    The Itolati snarled. “So that’s what this is about. You’re afraid they’ll tip the alliance to the Yiqq. You’ve delayed their entry long enough. What do you expect capturing me will do to help you?” 
 
    “Why do you believe they will align with the Yiqq? Their nature is quite different.” 
 
    “Their base priority is defense, of course they will align with the Yiqq. The Proloat were foolish to even try and recruit them.” 
 
    “They were following Temple protocol. Do you no longer believe in it?” 
 
    “Release me, whoever you are. I can feel you near. I will strike you if you do not release me, and you will have to deal with the Caretakers when they arrive as well. I will not remain a prisoner.” 
 
    “No, you will not. I have no wish to detain you for long. I just have a few more questions, then you will be free to go.” 
 
    “There will be an atonement for this, mark my words.” 
 
    “Do you hate the Jestiv enough to finally do something about it?” 
 
    The Itolati flinched. “Are you asking for assistance?” 
 
    “No, not at the moment. The Itolati would not be of much help, but I am wondering if you object to someone else doing the hard work while you assist in a lesser way?” 
 
    “I do not speak for the Itolati. I can make no bargains for the others.” 
 
    “Understood. But what is your personal inclination to the idea of the Jestiv being made to pay for what they’ve done in the past?” 
 
    “It is long overdue, but impossible with the Caretakers monitoring. The most we can hope for is to drive them from this Temple or acquire one of our own, but they will not allow that. They do not want us growing beyond their number, for our rates of conversion are far higher and they know it.” 
 
    “Interesting. Thank you, Itolati. That is all I needed from you. You are free to go as promised,” Samsiv said as a secret doorway opened up in the wall leading to a long hallway that led to an archway into the jungle beyond. 
 
    “You risk our ire to ask a few meaningless questions? You must be mad.” 
 
    “As you said, the Caretakers prevent any real response, so we expect nothing of consequence from the Itolati.” 
 
    “If the alliance fails, we will see you dead along with us. We will not submit to Jestiv or any other subjugation.” 
 
    “Yes, you will. You just don’t realize it yet,” Samsiv said as the Itolati walked into the hallway…and was immediately stunned unconscious by a series of turrets imbedded in the walls. Once the cat-like alien was laying on the floor in a pile of supple black fur, two Paladin Skirmishers emerged from the other end of the false tunnel, coming through the holographic jungle environment to pick up the unconscious body and carry it out to the real exit elsewhere in the interrogation facility, then they quietly returned the captive near to the location they’d acquired him, allowing him to return to his people hours later when he woke, not knowing who had captured him. 
 
    But during the brief interrogation, Samsiv had learned a great deal. For one, the Itolati could sense the Paladin beyond the walls at various ranges, giving him at least a minimum detection range without the luxury of Pefbar, for the walls were shielded for it. The Itolati had to be using an Essence technique or other penetrative locator, perhaps one boosted by Essence. But what the Itolati could not do, as was documented in the Caretaker database, was use telepathy. Samsiv had made sure to grab only races without that psionic, and like the others this one had no idea a telepath had been inside his mind searching through memories and recording them for Samsiv to look through later. 
 
    The hidden Mind Raider had also been feeding the Viceroy bits of information during the conversation, letting him know what the pressure points were and a few of the big revelations he was quickly downloading from the fully awake mind. One of them was the fact that there was visceral hatred between the races here, and the Itolati had been taking the brunt of a lot of it. All under the guise of ‘you can’t strike us or the Caretakers will intervene,’ and that impudence to do anything of merit allowed for harassment galore that would not rise to the level of interference. 
 
    It has gotten so bad an alliance had to be formed with rules to keep the races from fighting each other, for even with the threat of the Caretakers killing them all, some things simply could not be tolerated. This Temple, and the many others that had representatives from all the major races in them, were a literal powder keg that would have exploded long ago without the Caretakers riding rough shot over them.  
 
    “So inferior,” Samsiv mewed, swiping his thick tail back and forth in a dismissive gesture. Star Force had far more races living in harmony with each other, more or less, and these 20,488 were so bitter and incompatible that they were being artificially held back from killing each other until one faction was left standing. And this was with an immense amount of room inside the Temples for them to live separately.  
 
    The inferiority was insulting to the grandeur of this place, for those who had constructed it were a far higher level than these ‘guests.’ The Founders might very well be darkside, but at least they were builders. These Vargemma were more likely to destroy themselves than to live up to the purpose of the Temple, whatever it truly was. 
 
    Well, that was going to change. Once Star Force took control of the Temple and the others, a new power was going to rise over the Vargemma races and teach them the ways of the lightside and mutually beneficial coexistence…whether they liked it or not. 
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    May 2, 128545 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Caretaker Resource Tower 
 
      
 
    The Vigorra were an odd race, unfit for land yet born to it. They resembled an octopus, walking around on their tentacles rather than legs in an upright position with a hydrogen gas bladder in their bulbous heads that helped counteract their weight, but not entirely so in the Temple’s atmosphere. On worlds with a thicker blanket of gas they could actually float, so they had to choose worlds with the right amount to move around freely outdoors without being flattened to the ground and having to crawl, or being too light and getting thrown around in the wind. 
 
    That left them few options for colonization outdoors, forcing them into internal cities. Here on the Temple surface they were slightly heavier than they liked, but at least they didn’t get pushed around by the winds enough to lose their contact with the ground. That was most important here, for they were more than a mile above the surface in a Caretaker facility that was producing Carry Orbs.  
 
    Normally this facility was mostly dormant, with the Caretakers only producing what they needed themselves for their myriad of duties within the Temple network, many of which the Vargemma knew nothing about. But the Vigorra were here to produce more of their own, which involved giving the Caretaker facility the additional resources required and detailing what specifically they wanted made. How it worked was not totally understood, but the end results were never in question. The Temple was flawless. 
 
    Here though, the interface was high in the air while sealed sections of the factory extended down the thick needle of the slanted tower beneath the surface. There were no entrances visible except at the top, and only one there in the form of a wide landing platform. The Vigorra had been assigned this Caretaker facility for their overwatch, with the Carry Orbs being produced going to multiple assault fleets for many different races involved in the war against Star Force. They had to continue to apply pressure on them until they broke, and so far there was no sign of that occurring. Their will was stoked by the massive size of their empire, and the Vargemma had to inflict many more casualties until they felt enough pain to do what was required of them. 
 
    Despite their Essence use they would not be allowed into the Temples. Not now. There had been some discussion about that earlier, but now that they were under assault there would be no inclusion of them here. They were too great a threat, and their history indicated that once spurned, they would not forgive and forget. The Vargemma had to do a great deal of that in order to survive, and if one race or civilization would not, the others would be forced to eliminate them. 
 
    Or at least try to. The Caretakers did not want to permit that here, and all of the races inside the Temple network had fully moved their populations inside, leaving no one on the exterior to fall victim to reprisals. If it wasn’t for the Caretakers, the Vargemma would have killed each other long ago, and therein lay the wisdom of the Temple design. Those who could use Essence must coexist in order to increase their strength to a level that would trigger the return of the Founders, and internecine would only serve to diminish, not enhance. 
 
    The Vigorra would play their part in the often odious symphony, and those few living in the tower suffered the unpleasant environment in their artificial suits and living pods, the latter of which had been affixed to a portion of the landing pad, for there were no living quarters inside the facility and a Caretaker facility such as this had to be guarded…for those left unoccupied would be used by other races for illicit activity. Such would create a power imbalance that would threaten the Alliance that had been struck between the races. The Alliance was what bound them together within the framework of what the Caretakers would allow, and it allotted surface territory and Caretaker facilities equally amongst the races based on their Essence rankings…for those where what everyone was here for, and the reason why the Founders had created the Temple, hence it was decided that control would be based upon it and it alone. 
 
    And since the Caretakers were the ones who monitored the levels, there was no cheating possible. But still, there were so many disruptions in their Alliance that the Vigorra could not leave the tower unoccupied, so these few dozen Vigorra had to live up here while supply ships flew in to deliver the very rare cocktail of particles required to create the Carry Orbs that stored Essence in a way that Vargemma technology could not.  
 
    The Carry Orbs did not exist fully in reality, and were somehow blended with the Essence realm. Explanations from the Temple were not complete, or at least the Vargemma did not have a complete understanding of their explanations. What they did know was that each Orb had to be bonded to a physical object, for the Orb itself could not be touched with matter. Only Essence could open it, only Essence could load it. How it was created by machines was an ongoing mystery, and any attempt to break into the inner workings of the Caretaker facilities was met with stiff resistance and quick acting repair teams. 
 
    The Carry Orbs being created here were not full, but rather being taken to the racial wells. The Temple itself had an Essence well that all races were required to donate Essence to, and in turn the Temple used it for a variety of things, including the massive barrier that hid the Temple from the galaxy. But there were other wells, created by a combination of Vargemma and Founder technology located within the newly built cities far away from the prying eyes of both the other races and the Caretakers. None were built within the Temple border cities, only in the wilderness regions where some limited combat was possible before the Caretakers could get involved. If a thief entered and was caught, they could be killed before a response could be triggered, and such limited losses by ‘unofficial’ individuals were not as uncommon as they should be. 
 
    Those racial wells were the most valuable resource in the Temple not guarded by the Caretakers, and it was from those wells that the Carry Orbs were filled. Then they were put onto ships that would take them out to the assault fleets wherever they were stationed so the Olopar could be reloaded. The magical weapons created by the Founders used an immense amount of Essence, which was why population here was such a critical factor. The more people you had that could use Essence, the more you could produce…but also, and perhaps more so, the higher level Essence rating you had, the more Essence you could produce. A single individual level 120 or above could produce more in a single hour than a 800 novices could over a year’s time.  
 
    The Olopar weapons could not be used within the Temple, so sharing them had not been an issue. They were reserved for only when the Vargemma Alliance decided an action elsewhere in the galaxy needed to occur, then the arguing over who could go would begin. This time there was so much work to be done that every race that wanted a chance to launch an attack was getting it, though the Vigorra had opted out. They still had to produce Essence, the same as the others, and deliver it to the Olopar fleets, but they had not felt the urge to engage in combat and lose more of their people. 
 
    The others oddly did not care about the small losses. Their desire to use the Founders’ weapons overrode their wish for more Essence production. They had a need to kill others since they could not do so here. It was a means of handling their frustration and imposed impudence…and for those that still could not control themselves, there were plenty of examples in Vargemma history where the frustration became too much and an internal attack was launched regardless of the Caretaker threat. 
 
    In full honesty, no one had ever defied the Vargemma to the length Star Force was. Their obstinacy was fueling an almost mad desire to do them damage, but even that did not cause them to be so reckless to drain their racial wells. For if one race did strike another here, the wells would power the lesser weapons that the Vargemma had been able to create on their own. Those had no safety locks on them regarding use within the Temple, but they did trigger an automatic lethal response from the Caretakers when used. Killing was forbidden, but using Essence weapon technology to do so was deemed worse.  
 
    Which left them using their own natural skills to kill when it came down to hand to hand combat. That wasn’t quite as bad, but still triggered a lethal response for the worst offenders and any who did not stop once the Caretakers arrived. You could not escape their wrath by simply standing down, for those most responsible would be eliminated for the offense, but the others involved would be spared so long as the killing did not continue.  
 
    But if one race was committed to wiping out another, the racial wells would be the priority target for theft, as well as the primary use in self-defense, so they had to be located away from both the other races and the Caretakers…at least as far as they could get inside the Temple. 
 
    It was a Cold War occurring between the Vargemma, made even colder for the Vigorra up on the tower, for the atmospheric temperature lessened with the higher elevation, requiring the artificial suits. Other races found this temperature and gas content ideal, but not the Vigorra. Even being in the Temple was uncomfortable for them, but being all the way up here was tedious for those few assigned. 
 
    Yet it was better than the conditions in the rest of the galaxy with a Hadarak purge underway. Neiufur reminded himself of that every day of his 500 cycle duty up here. He had 83 days remaining, then another Vigorra would take his place and he’d be reassigned to something slightly less uncomfortable. Looking after the Caretakers was pointless work, but it had to be done or someone else would use the facility for their objectives, and everyone knew the ‘sanctioned’ list of production activities amongst the Vargemma were a joke. The real inventories were much larger, as each race stocked up resources for what they felt was the inevitable next outburst war. 
 
    The Vigorra wanted to survive it by not being involved, but that didn’t meant they wouldn’t be targeted…and the Temple was so large the Caretakers couldn’t get everywhere very fast, or in sufficient numbers, yet those who actually fired on and destroyed a Caretaker unit would be hunted until they were located and killed, without exception. That threat usually kept most of the trouble at bay, but not all of it, though the Star Force stubbornness was diverting some attention away from problems here.  
 
    Neiufur and the other Vigorra here knew that as long as they occupied this facility it would not come under attack. Not with Caretaker units right here amongst them. So when little wrinkles in the sunlight caused Neiufur to stretch out with his Essence senses looking to probe the odd occurrence, he was shocked to find they were actually people crawling on the exterior of the tower. 
 
    They were all over, now that he was looking, but hidden from view. Neiufur did not recognize the body shape, which could have been several different races, but what they were doing here he could not understand. They were visible to Essence, so what was the point of hiding their image?  
 
    Neiufur alerted the others, and then all the Vigorra on the platform and in their housing pods emerged, seeing for themselves as the highest intruders above them detached from the wall and dropped to the landing pad…with energy bolts emerging from the cloaking fields and hitting the Vigorra in one combined volley. 
 
    Neiufur felt his body go numb, but his suit began to counteract the sedative applied…until he was hit multiple times before he could use his Essence to respond. He had hesitated, as had the others, for the Caretakers were so close that if they struck first they would surely be killed. 
 
    And yet, as the invisible Paladin fired their weapons through brief disruptions in their cloaking fields and downed all the Vigorra atop the tower, the Caretakers did not respond at all. They kept going about their tasks, carrying in cargo canisters that were waiting on the deck and using those resources to feed the machinery inside almost as if the attack had not occurred. 
 
    In truth that was accurate, for no lethal attack had occurred. The sensor capability of the Caretakers might not include Essence skills, but it was far more advanced than what Star Force possessed, and as Samsiv had calculated, it could distinguish between damaging energy and stun energy…and stun energy did not violate the Caretaker protocols. 
 
    But what did that gain the Paladin if they couldn’t kill the Vargemma? The Vigorra would be asking that question and many others once they woke, for they could not contemplate a war without killing, yet that was what Star Force preferred. Defeating your enemy was not always the same as killing them, and for this tower at least, it wouldn’t be sending any more Carry Orbs to be filled with Essence and transported out to the Olopar fleets.  
 
    And with the other Paladin teams striking at thousands of targets all across the Temple, there was about to be a major disruption in the refueling effort…at least from this Temple, but that was just the tip of the iceberg. For these lower level Caretaker facilities that were lightly guarded were just the first targets. The larger ones, such as the shipyards in ‘orbit,’ would be hit later, but those on the surface had Paladin units moving towards them through a variety of means, including subsurface tunnels being drilled at rapid pace towards them. 
 
    Samsiv’s plan to conquer the massive sphere was just beginning, and due to the diligence of the Paladin’s secrecy, the Vargemma had no idea who was attacking them, or from where they were coming, and Samsiv wasn’t going to explain it to them via a surrender ultimatum. Since they were using stun weapons only, there was no point, and the more footholds his Paladin could get before the Vargemma could figure out what was going on, the more defensible those positions would be. 
 
    Because he assumed, based on previous behavior, that when the Vargemma did respond it would be to kill, regardless of the Caretakers. And without Essence skills to defend themselves with, the Paladin were going to take casualties. Lots of casualties. And those casualties would trigger the Caretakers to defend the Paladin against the Vargemma. 
 
    At least that was the calculation he was betting the invasion on.  
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    May 8, 128545 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Subsurface Weapon Bunker 
 
      
 
    The Caretakers were everywhere in the Temple, but most of them were unseen by the Vargemma. Those that had duties to do interacted with the denizens as needed, but most were laying dormant until needed for a variety of tasks…one of which was combat.  
 
    Over the past 6 days the alien invasion of the Temple had been monitored. The source of it was unknown, but the identity of the invaders had been discovered by monitoring Vargemma transmissions. ‘Star Force’ was the name they used for it, but no combat had been detected on their part, so the Caretakers merely observed while they searched for the entry point. If there was a breach they would seal it off, but if they had entered through normal means their presence here was not an issue, though there was no record of it. 
 
    And if they had come through a breach, then it was up to the Vargemma to handle them up until the invaders became violent. So far they had not, and aside from a few skirmishes with the Vargemma breaking the rules and local units being sent to put down the disruptions, the Vargemma had been obeying protocol as they searched for the source of the ‘infestation,’ as they referred to it. 
 
    The Temple had been built for all who could use Essence, so the Caretakers were not concerned with Star Force being here. However, the Vargemma were not so understanding, and after 6 days of patience they finally lost their cool and began an all-out assault on the invading armies in 28 different Regions. They used both their technology and their Essence skills, the former of which did not prove effective. The invaders had superior technology tailored to rendering the Vargemma unconscious as well as disabling their vehicles and ships without destroying them. 
 
    That too did not violate protocols, because the Caretakers had been programmed to allow disciplinary action that did not kill. But when the Vargemma began razing the invading troops and killing them, a large scale reaction from the Caretakers was triggered.  
 
    One of many subsurface hidden bunkers opened up, with the top of a hillside peeling off the dirt covering it and flowering apart, releasing a beehive of flying anti-grav drones each about 2 meters long with various arms and weapons sticking off, giving the devices an insect-like look to them. They all had shields, giving them resiliency beyond their small size as they flew out towards the nearest battlefield that saw the invaders coming up from subsurface tunnels and assaulting the outskirts of a Markoo city.  
 
    The bat-like race was fighting both on foot and in the air, with the Caretaker drones moving to intercept both as they ignored the invaders and their stun weaponry. The drones identified who was firing the lethal handheld weapons and marked them as targets. Many fled as soon as they saw the Caretaker swarm approach, and those that didn’t soon regretted the decision, for they were shot multiple times with small white orbs of energy that killed them with remarkable efficiency. They penetrated the armored suits and limited shields the Markoo wore as if they weren’t even there, and those few that took multiple shots in the same area actually had the weapon residue exit the other side of their bodies. 
 
    Then other drones that followed, who were not combat models, swooped down and picked up the lethal weaponry dropped by the dead. Those that ran away were pursued and killed until a set of protocols were met, then those who had successfully evaded that long were let go…aside from the few Markoo stupid enough to fire on the drones. 
 
    Those individuals were tagged with a non-expiring death order. Those drones that went after them would not relent, and soon the city defenses were forced to shoot and down the drones to protect their own. Other races would have let them die, but the Markoo’s natural instinct was to defend their kin…and that only made the situation worse. 
 
    More bunkers around the area opened up, releasing more small drones and some larger ones. All flew, with the larger ones heading for the city defense turrets that had shot and killed the smaller drones.  
 
    At that point the Markoo had to think quickly, and someone made the decision to evacuate the outer edge of the city and shut down the defenses so the Caretakers could kill the technology and be satisfied…but the smaller drones would not let the tagged individuals escape and they pursued them throughout the city until they either caught up with and killed their target, or others fired on the drones and the kill list got extended to include them as well. 
 
    All the while the nearly silent invaders moved along the ground and into the city past the destroyed defenses. The Caretakers knew they were clearing the way for them, but other than recording and analyzing what was happening, they were not programmed to care. They had no cause to ally themselves with the Vargemma over the invaders, for the Caretakers were neutral up until someone violated protocols…and not one of the invaders had killed a single Vargemma, nor fired a weapon capable of doing so. None of them were even carrying lethal weapons, though the claws on their body could be used for that in close combat. 
 
    But biological assets were not a class of banned weapons. If they were many of the races here would have been in trouble every time they sparred with each other. No, as far as biological attributes, the Caretakers judged the actions in terms of results…whereas with technology, if you fired a lethal weapon at someone and missed, they still classified the threat as unacceptable. If you didn’t fire lethal weapons you were still permitted to possess them with the intent of using them outside the Temple. You could even produce them here in mass…you just couldn’t use them here for more than target shooting, and even then that would draw Caretaker attention if anyone was in the vicinity to the weaponsfire. 
 
    Eventually the Markoo got the hint that they should stop firing on the Caretakers, and while they tried to hide those tagged, they didn’t defend them further as they were pursued and killed as punishment for violating protocol…but not all the other races were so prudent. The invaders were able to penetrate deep enough that they were enraged to the point of fighting back at the Caretakers when the Caretakers would not fire on the invaders. That provoked a warship response from the Temple, with it releasing some buried ships along with opening the docks of space-based facilities to release drones that were up to 0.8 miles long and smooth like stones at the bottom of a river that had been polished by the friction of the water. 
 
    Small weapon ports opened up, breaking the motif, as they moved down to the defiant cities and once a few dozen miles above them, they began bombarding the locations where there was heavy resistance. This might catch non-combatants in the attack, but the level of defiance had risen to such levels that efficiency dictated area of effect attacks that were acceptable in order to diminish the number of deaths elsewhere. 
 
    Minimizing deaths was the sole protocol, and eliminating killers was deemed as the means to protect lives in the future…and by protecting lives they protected the Essence capability of those inside the Temple and their growing experience levels. If the elders were killed off and replaced by younger versions, then they would never rise to the levels needed. Thus some sacrifices had to be made in order to put down rebellions quickly, and those emergency protocols would not rescind until overall combat against the Caretakers had ended. 
 
    All but one of those enraged races relented when the orbital bombardment began, but the Jestiv did not. They were amongst the strongest of the Vargemma races, and they actually turned their Essence weapons against the Caretakers in order to protect their cities. The attacking drone warships disappeared in explosive bursts from disintegration attacks while the Olopar remained silent. The Vargemma could not use them to defend themselves, but the weaponry they had built on their own they could use, and someone made the decision to forget trying to appease the Caretakers by sacrificing part of their cities. They were going to fight back, and that was something the Temple could not allow to escalate. 
 
    One of the nearby Olopar that had a crew made up of another race began to move…but only one, and it was not at the direction of the crew. The Caretakers were assuming remote control of it, which was an ability that the Vargemma had not known they possessed. The single Olopar began charging with orange energy at its points, giving the Jestiv fleet ample warning that it was going to attack. Rather than backing off they moved towards it and engaged the Olopar, whom they thought one of the lesser races had figured out a way to use. Only a few realized that this might be a Caretaker override, but not soon enough to stop the fleet from attacking it. 
 
    But the Jestiv weapons were far less powerful than Star Force’s, and the Essence shields of the Olopar easily handled the standard weaponry, as well as the few Essence based weapons the Jestiv fleet had. They couldn’t do enough disruption to the shield before the Olopar fired down into one city, and only one city, as an object lesson designed to scare the others into submission. 
 
    The invaders on the edge of the city got caught in the blast as well, but mainly from debris rather than the directed disintegration attack. The Fruc’zo hit in the city center and transformed all matter there from solids and liquids into plasma. Even the air was split, causing a light so bright it blinded those nearby that saw it without helmet reduction technology.  
 
    The explosive radius threw the surrounding matter out, cracking and breaking it into billions of pieces…then those pieces hit buildings further out and the city fell like dominos, burying the invaders on the edge as virtually all of the Jestiv in the city were killed in that single, swift attack. 
 
    The Caretakers were programmed to let the attack sink into the psyche of the denizens, and if they relented no more cities would be destroyed. If not, they too would be purged until all zones of rebellion against the Caretakers were eliminated. But for the Jestiv fleet that was shooting the Olopar, it would not be spared. 
 
    Nearby there were other parked Olopar that had not moved. Their crews could not use the weaponry if they wanted, and they did not understand why one of the Kik’ki’s had until their own began to operate independently as four more activated and moved to eradicate the Jestiv fleet that had dared to assault the other Olopar.  
 
    When they saw the others coming the Jestive tried to run, but that only got other Olopar and warship drones deployed to hunt them down. By the end of the week every ship that had taken part in the attack would be destroyed, reducing the Jestiv ship count within the Temple by 24% and killing over 30 million crewers in the process. 
 
    But the losses were necessary, for they would prevent greater losses later. So the Caretakers were not concerned with the ‘friendly fire’ that was only aiding the Hadarak. They had specific orders for situations like this and many more than the Founders had outlined, and as machines they had no free will to make choices of their own. They simply did as they were programmed to do. 
 
    The Vargemma, after seeing an entire city vaporized in a moment by their own weapons that they could not control, quickly realized that they had to submit or face further penalty…but the invaders did not stop their assaults. How could the Caretakers not intervene when they were under assault? Had Star Force hacked the Caretakers? Was it because they were using stun weapons? 
 
    Many questions races across the Temple, but in the Vargemma’s confusion the invaders’ assault rolled on and Star Force acquired every major facility within the Temple that was not built by the Vargemma and many that were, but only on the ground. It wasn’t until several months later did the invaders’ own warships emerge from underground to take the fight to the space-based platforms, but before then the land assault continued without stop, and more and more advanced units emerged, including mech armies. 
 
    They too were bearing stun weaponry and anti-tech guns that would disable or pin the Vargemma’s weapons if they chose to use them…and whenever they did they had the Caretakers rush in to aid Star Force. 
 
    Or so it appeared. Some of the Vargemma figured out what was happening, but they had so few stun weaponry of their own that they were horribly outmatched. The Temple was so massive that they had time to start building stun weapons and equipping their troops with them, at which point the invaders started to meet effective resistance in some areas, but there was nothing that could stop them. Even well-established strongpoints with ample stun weaponry were overcome with a combination of deviousness and technological superiority…for every time the Vargemma used their Essence to try and kill the invaders the Caretakers would intervene, and for some reason they’d only been taught a handful of techniques that allowed them to disable with Essence…and those were rarely practiced, for they did not measure on the Temple’s strength rankings. 
 
    The invaders used no Essence at all, and because the lethal techniques were banned they essentially had an even fight with better technology and a steady flow of reinforcements from subsurface tunnels that the Vargemma could not backtrack, though the Caretakers did at last and began to identify the breaches in the outer shell. When they attempted to reseal them Star Force did not intervene…at least not for 5 weeks. At that point most of the breaches had been repaired, but not all, though the close observation of the drones at the breach points had been extremely useful, for suddenly they disappeared from Temple observation and any additional drones sent to the same locations also disappeared. 
 
    In truth Star Force had learned how to jam their transmissions, which were operating on a very curious set of energy frequencies that were not unknown, but had never been utilized in this fashion. The Paladin adapted fast and figured out the weak point in their communications, then when they had them effectively blocked the Paladin attacked and destroyed the drones without the Temple knowing what happened deep under the bedrock where most of their sensors would not penetrate.  
 
    In fact nothing would that could monitor a battle in the hollowed out chambers, and the limited comms signals that could get through the rock or passed along the outer shell to conduits up to the surface were being jammed with redundant jammers. The Paladin couldn’t take the risk of even one message getting out, or they’d be the ones having to fight the Caretakers…for they would not sacrifice even one of their personnel if they came under attack.  
 
    That was why it was imperative that they all follow orders, but for the Paladin that wasn’t an issue. They were united as one, fought as one, and thought as one. Orders given were orders carried out, which was why Samsiv had been willing to pursue this strategy, and after 4 months of combat and the final space-based Caretaker facilities taken, along with the major Vargemma shipyards, it was finally time to let the Vargemma know his demands, for there were far too many people inside the sphere for him to capture. The cities would be beyond his control for years to come as the Paladin population increased, and if he had to pacify them gradually he would, but a negotiation could yield far faster results if the Vargemma were of a mind to cooperate. 
 
    He routed his transmission through several couriers, with no active signal being made that could backtrack to his location. If the Vargemma wanted to talk, he would give them the means later. Right now they just needed to hear him, and with Paladin scattered all throughout the Temple, they could transmit to everyone simultaneously on time-stamped orders to further mask the origination point. 
 
    “I am Viceroy Samsiv, commander of the Paladin occupation force now besieging the Temple. The Vargemma’s unprovoked attacks on Star Force have resulted in your forfeiture of this grand facility. Though we do not possess all of it yet, we will continue to advance and take stewardship of it piece by piece until we have it all. We are not here to kill you, but your misdeeds now require you to forfeit control. This can be achieved through further combat, or you can come to terms and remain here under our domain.” 
 
    “We have assimilated many belligerent races in the past, and our process has become quite efficient. Since I have arrived here, I have studied you…and your lack of leadership is appalling. If not for the Caretakers you would have destroyed each other long ago. This wasteful disrespect for the gifts given to you by the Founders is embarrassing. The galaxy burns under the assault of the Hadarak, and you who have the tools to destroy them hide in fear…worse still, you destroy the weapons we created to destroy the Hadarak in your absence. You have aided the Hadarak…yet you inhabit a Temple whose sole purpose is to raise an army against them.” 
 
    “You can stubbornly cling to possession that you no longer can maintain, or you can submit to our authority and return to the purpose of the Temple. You can use Essence. Star Force can use Essence. We both are targeted for Hadarak destruction because of this. We are natural allies against the Hadarak. You will no longer be able to launch attacks on Star Force from this Temple, but you would be wise to advise the others to cease immediately. If you wish to fight this out, we will win, for we are superior and we are now inside. We will not be removed again, and without the strength of the Temples shielding you, you cannot stand against us.” 
 
    “Star Force is going to destroy the Hadarak with or without your help. If you insist on helping the Hadarak by hindering us, then you will be eliminated one way or another. But I offer you this standing ultimatum. We will assimilate this Temple into Star Force. Those willing to work with us will be greatly enhanced in the transition. We seek no punitive action against you, only the removal of the threat. If you choose to voluntarily cease being our enemy, no harm will come to you. You do not need to fear us.” 
 
    “But we are asserting control, so your sovereignty is now revoked. That is the consequence of your actions against us, or your silence while others in the Vargemma did so. Star Force views all of you as individuals, and each of you will have a choice to make. Your leaders cannot make it for you. When the time comes, you will determine your own path. Until then, you will remain in your cities until we can take full possession of them. Those willing to begin working with us prior to us taking direct possession are encouraged to do so. Those intent on defying us at every turn, you will be dealt with accordingly when the time arrives.” 
 
    “As of now, this Temple and all those within it are being annexed into Star Force territory. Welcome to the Empire.” 
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    January 9, 128546 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Region 119 
 
      
 
    Administrator 428 had been spawned during the second year of the Paladin presence within the sphere and had been moved around to four different assignments, with his latest being the largest. He was tasked with building, supplying, and maintaining security on Prison Facility 28 that was being filled with unconscious bodies coming from the war zones. They were being transported by hover train from three cities that had not yielded to the Paladin, with all the ‘prizes’ being stunned and packed into train cars that followed a series of beacons across the natural landscape out into the ‘no man’s land’ far from any Vargemma infrastructure. 
 
    The trains would pull in at the arrival station, with an army of Paladin Dragoons waiting to unload them. Automated systems on the train would restun any prisoner that began to wake, for the Paladin could not take the chance of direct interaction. The Vargemma had Essence skills that could kill them in a few seconds if they wished, so they had to be moved unconscious and kept that way until they got into the labyrinth that AD428 had chosen to set up. 
 
    There were many different prison schematics within his genetic memory, but the nearest equivalent were those designed to hold psionics capable individuals and those largely used inhibitors bonded to their skeleton so they could not remove them. The inhibitors would block most of their psionics, but there were some prisons built without inhibitors and they were structured on using drone interactions while keeping the prison staff out of range of the psionics. 
 
    But Essence was a whole new paradigm and there were no prisons designed to handle it. AD428 had decided to go with a basic labyrinth that would be accessible by air, and none of the races being sent to him could fly, but he had a shield dome extension that could be built if necessary later to handle those. 
 
    Other Administrators would be tailoring their prisons as they felt necessary, and customizing them for each race coming to them…as well as the different Essence skills of those individuals, which the Caretakers were happy to supply. None of the Vargemma could hide their skills from them in the monitored areas, and there was an easily accessible catalog of their strength levels in addition to the new components being produced in Caretaker facilities under Paladin control that would allow AD428 to directly measure Essence levels and see the aura extensions that the individuals produced. 
 
    He wasn’t going to rely on any non-Star Force technology for the prison, but he was going to use it as an extra. The labyrinth he had set up and was continuing to expand upon was an open air prison with a maze of walls that would give the prisoners a lot of exploring to do to occupy their time. Provisions would be flown in to certain drop points, as well as random others, to keep the prisoners nourished as well as incentivize them to avoid stagnation. The labyrinth was not an indoctrination center, for how to handle Essence wielders was something that the Archons were going to have to handle.  
 
    No, AD428’s orders were for containment, not training, though he did incorporate the standard interface programs that would allow prisoners to spend their idle time on useful things rather than causing trouble. Holographic interfaces that couldn’t be damaged appeared as glowing statues at various points throughout the labyrinth of stone-like walls that rose some 12 meters high and were completely smooth and unable to be climbed without special augmentation. 
 
    Yet the Vizxo could climb them, thought with some effort. Their hands and feet had some type of adhesive quality that when enhanced with Essence allowed them to cling to just about anything, including the anti-grip walls, but the energy shields capping the entire labyrinth prevented them from climbing up and over. After seeing their ability to climb, AD428 added some special tunnels that only had access points at the top, giving the Vizxo a portion of the labyrinth that only they could get to individually, though some of the other races could lift a person up to them if they worked together. 
 
    And they did. As more and more individuals were delivered on a regular basis, they began to organize, explore, and begin to build makeshift shelters that were pointless. The shields kept the rain out and allowed the interior of the labyrinth to be heated or cooled as needed. The natural environment was not a threat, but the Administrator felt the prisoners wanted to exert some sort of control over the area, so they were using a myriad of Essence skills to deconstruct portions of the walls and turn them into other materials that they were fashioning into just about everything you could imagine possible. 
 
    Their ability to do so was impressive, so much so that AD428 requisitioned a research team from the hatcheries to study their alchemy and organizational techniques. He didn’t want them actually devising a way to get out, though he didn’t mind them damaging the portions they were in…because the labyrinth was expanding far faster than they could deconstruct the walls.  
 
    So far they hadn’t been able to do anything to get through the shields, but AD428 was wondering if they might have an Essence technique for that. He knew they could use the stargate method to pass through just about anything, but if they couldn’t see what was on the other side they were risking suicide. With the help of information coming from Thrawn, they’d identified the necessary range for one individual to act as a beacon for another and set their prison beyond it, so the inhabited cities couldn’t just pull their prisoners back to them or invade the prison from within. 
 
    Ranges for that sort of thing were usually less than a mile, but with technological upgrade it could go much further. That was how they got people from the now destroyed outposts into the sphere and back again, but to do it without augmentation meant the ranges were damn short, even for those more skilled than others. 
 
    Grouping together helped to increase the range, but not to what was needed to reach one of their cities thousands of miles away. The Paladin were keeping the airspace clear, for if a Vargemma craft flew over the labyrinth they could pluck some out by that method, but so far none had attempted to do so. He assumed they knew they’d be intercepted, but then again, maybe they didn’t care about those that had been captured. The brief history of warfare with Star Force saw them making sacrificial attack runs to accomplish their missions, so perhaps a jailbreak wasn’t even on their priority list…especially when they were still fighting the Paladin to keep them from fully taking over their cities. 
 
    But AD428 had to prepare for all options as he continued to supply foodstuff by drone drops down through the shield barrier. Some of those drones did not return, being captured or destroyed by the Vargemma, but that was not an issue. He simply made more while having others move in and repair walls that were damaged, giving the prisoners a sense of hopelessness with regards to escaping when whatever they damaged just ended up repaired back to new a few days later.  
 
    So this was a game he was playing with the powerful Vargemma as more and more were sent his way. He kept them separated into sects so they couldn’t all pool into one region and demolish a lot at once, and sometime he had to redesign the labyrinth to separate out new groups as they found or created pathways to access each other.  
 
    It was a challenge AD428 was up to, and he was glad the Vargemma were as well. He would have worried more if they just sat and did nothing, for he needed to preserve them, and not just to appease the Caretakers. Code blue meant the objective was no deaths, and that included from stagnation effects within the prisons. They were to be held here until they could be transitioned to properly built indoctrination centers…but that couldn’t happen until the Archons got here and designed them. Thrawn had said as much, despite the wealth of information coming from the other side of the barrier. Apparently some things required the Archons being on site to handle, but as of yet there was no way to bring them in. 
 
    And that was where the second part of the prisons came in. Mind Raiders were scanning some of the unconscious ones on arrival, gleaning what they could, then when high value targets were identified from that sifting and surveillance of the prison populations, AD428 had to find a way to isolate those individuals for capture…and the Vargemma figured it out after a while, so they’d decreed that no one was to go off into the labyrinth tunnels alone. 
 
    But that didn’t stop the Paladin, and small teams of Vargemma were caught in wall traps or other clever redirection methods that avoided them actually stunning the individuals. Some of them tried to break through the walls, and they could, but they only had so much Essence in reserve and they bled themselves dry eventually, leaving he labyrinth the final victor.  
 
    They were then shuffled into areas where the telepathic range of the Mind Raiders would be able to reach the prisoners without them being able to reach back. That was very problematic with some of the stronger Vargemma, but Star Force also had mind reading technology that could assist from afar. The combination of the two meant that AD428 was gathering intelligence on things the prisoners would not talk about freely, though no method of entering the Temple sphere had been discovered beyond the portals that linked one sphere to another…and no one that had ever been outside the Temple system had yet to be captured and interrogated. 
 
    The Vargemma did not share as much information with their populations as Star Force did. That became clear quickly enough, with a very tiered system that had one race keeping secrets from another, and in order to do that they had to keep secrets from their own population else their minds be read in a similar fashion, for quite a few of the races in the Vargemma were telepathic. 
 
    None were in this prison, thankfully, but some Essence techniques could see through walls and the Paladin hadn’t fully charted them all, thus they had to be extra careful. They’d put Pefbar-blocking compounds into the construction, and that seemed to be enough to keep them from stargate jumping through them, but sensing someone else’s Essence could potentially do the same. 
 
    So far no one had got at the Mind Raiders in this prison, but they had in others. 6 had been killed in total, with only 4 recoverable with regenerators. Some of the Vargemma races were downright scary in terms of what they could do even without Essence, but like him, the other Paladin were adapting quickly and the number of incidents were diminishing into oblivion. That meant the more powerful races couldn’t be mind-scanned in the same way, or at all, but there were plenty of others that could be, and information was being gained rapidly. 
 
    It wasn’t until a fourth race was added to his prison population that there was a breakthrough, for the Vargemma did not co-inhabit cities with each other, meaning each city had only one race within it. Even the boundary cities had no overlap, as if the Vargemma hated each other so much they didn’t want to physically see one another. 
 
    That was partly true, based on their mental scans, but it was also a security precaution. They were not here by their own choosing, for initially the Vargemma had been recruited from dying races that the Hadarak were exterminating. Those originals had been forced to work together here, and had been adding other Essence-capable races to the population when they could, for that was their mandate, but they never trusted any of them. The news of the Knights of Quenar had also rattled many, because they were said to possess superior technology, and there were quite a few races that did not want them included for that reason…and some others that were just the reverse, hoping to gain from their technology, either from trade or theft. 
 
    There was a lot of theft going on, both in terms of Caretaker-made materials along with natural resources. Since they were forbidden from killing, the boldness of some was increased greatly and all kinds of hijinks ensued. Some from individuals just being reckless or looking for a rush, but others were well organized from the top of their races, all of which added to the eternal frustration within the Vargemma. 
 
    In fact, some of the interactions within the prisons between the races were the first their races had ever experienced directly, but since Star Force was the primary nemesis now they were actually working together to try and defeat the labyrinth…and the fact that the Caretaker drones could penetrate the Star Force shields and get down inside the labyrinth at will had ensured that they didn’t start killing each other, for the most part, for there were a few early incidents and AD428 had specifically designed the weaker shields to allow the Caretaker drones through.  
 
    But the inclusion of the Hitori that had finally registered the Paladin’s first solid bit of intelligence on the Temple transportation infrastructure from a highly placed individual who had gotten caught in the combat when his aerial transport was disabled. It wasn’t much information, for all he had heard was a rumor, but it was said that the Caretakers did not go into the galaxy to retrieve the first ones from the Hadarak’s purge. That it was the Founders themselves that did so, then they left the first Vargemma here to grow into a powerful ally over the ages. 
 
    That wasn’t the key point, for along with the gossip was the question of what would happen if they actually went to full war, ignoring the Caretakers’ lethal protocols, and just killed each other with no one left alive. What would happen if there was a total wipeout? Nobody would be left to look for and secure more Essence users. Would the Founders return to start over, or would the Caretakers go out and grab someone to begin the process over again? 
 
    But there was a rumor of something much more simple. A way for Essence users to find their way into the Temple without an invitation, but one that would require Essence use to activate. The individual in question did not know what that was, or even what it could be, but he was convinced that the wisdom of the Founders had left behind a way for the mission to be accomplished even if the Vargemma failed here or refused to do their job in finding other Essence users. 
 
    Once AD428 reported this rumor to the Viceroy, he ordered all Mind Raiders to search for confirmation, and after a few months of work they began to get other hits. Nothing complete, but this rumor was present in many of the races and the Viceroy made tracking it down the Paladin’s top priority, even as they continued to fight the Vargemma in a growing stun weapon war, taking more prisoners on a daily basis, but not coming close to even a sliver of the overall Temple population. 
 
    No method of lowering the shield had been found, and it was known that only Essence use could control the more important Founder technology, so even if they found the shield barrier’s controls, they’d need the Vargemma’s help to take them down, and right now none of their races had submitted to the Paladin. Their stubbornness was admirable, despite the inevitability of the outcome of this war…though with ample time until completion, AD428 agreed that the Vargemma should stick it out in hopes of an altering event to occur. 
 
    And with many ships coming from other Temples to see what was happening here, then leaving before the Paladin’s growing fleets could get to them and disable them, it was clear the Vargemma here and elsewhere were looking for a way to break this no-kill stalemate that favored the Paladin. If they found one, the Viceroy was certain that they’d launch a full-on assault intent on wiping out the invasion to the last man.  
 
    So it was critical that AD428 and the other prison Administrators find the information in the minds of the captured Vargemma that would lead them to the backup method of entry. If they could get just one Archon in here, that would be enough to operate the Temple technology and access the sealed records that the Vargemma already had, but the mundane Paladin did not…and using the Mind Raiders to puppeteer a captive in asking questions for them hadn’t worked, for the Responders had been programmed to know the difference and made that fact known the first time the Paladin had tried it. 
 
    One Archon was all they needed…or one turncoat Vargemma with sufficient skill level. So far not one had turned, or even bothered to engage in discussions. They were hostile beyond hostile, and only the Paladin’s superiority in non-Essence warfare was keeping the war from becoming a slaughter. That and the threat of more reprisals from the Caretakers if the Vargemma should break protocol again. 
 
    At some point the Paladin knew the Vargemma would attack regardless, if they felt they were truly going to be displaced from the Temple. They would die rather than abandon their position here, but so far they still controlled the majority of their own cities, and it was going to take forever to slowly stun and remove the captives from them. Hopefully the Vargemma would hold out long enough to forgo the suicidal response they now knew the Vargemma were building to, at least until they could get an Archon in here to unlock the front door. Once that happened and the Star Force fleet entered, the Vargemma could have their last stand if they wished, for not even the Caretakers could defeat a full Star Force fleet equipped with hundreds of Materia weapons.  
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    As the number of prisoners gradually rose and more Mind Raiders were spawned to accommodate the information search, it became clear that the geography of the Temple was much more complicated than observed. The Paladin had already secured the obvious Caretaker facilities, but there were many underground that were hidden, including most of the more sensitive ones. Additional battles had to be fought to remove the Vargemma from some of them, but others were completely empty, and it eventually was discovered that even the Vargemma didn’t know what they were for. 
 
    Add to that, there were cloaked locations within the space inside the sphere that held other things. The Vargemma had explored some of them, but others were still off limits and whenever someone got close Caretaker warships would appear and warn them off…and if they didn’t turn back they’d be quickly destroyed. And given that there was very little gravity inside the sphere to navigate with, all ships speeds were reduced so low that in effect the size of the inner system was greater than most star systems with regard to travel times. 
 
    That meant there was a lot of empty and unexplored space inside the Temple that the Caretakers were not informing the Vargemma of, but Samsiv expected most of the good stuff to remain inside the shell itself. It was so large and expansive that it would not be possible to explore all of it even with an army of searchers, and what the Vargemma had found had been through following links in the information left behind by the Founders. It was like a massive puzzle to be figured out, and the Vargemma had not done so well in pursuing it because they were more interested with internal politics and status rather than solving the mystery of Temple and its builders. 
 
    But what they had learned was very useful, and as more bits and pieces came in the Viceroy was able to figure out some things the Vargemma had not. Eventually the trail of clues led him to this mountain facility, which he did not come to in person. That was too risky, so as usual for Viceroys and their Mastermind ancestors, they stayed hidden and relied on information transmitted to them in order to guide the Paladin, and in this case that was through an expedition team of several hundred scouring the mountain to find the hidden entrance to a facility the Vargemma had never discovered, though the clues had been right under their snouts. 
 
    How to access the facility had not been clear, but once on site several researchers were able to figure it out within 4 days. One tiny red crystal was hidden amongst the mountain rocks, and had they not known where to look it would never have been found, for nobody was supposed to go into this facility. They were meant to come out of it.  
 
    When the crystal was activated with a generic password the Vargemma had learned to be a mundane way of accessing low level facilities rather than Essence use, a large slab of stone melted away from the entrance and pulled into a surrounding ring. It was molten and glowing, held in check by some sort of energy field around a passageway large enough for a single mech to walk through. In fact, most of the entrances in the Temple were configured to accommodate very large body sizes, on the scale of the V’kit’no’sat, which Samsiv assumed was about the largest in the galaxy as far as potential Essence users went.  
 
    Inside was a large chamber with a circular ring set into the far wall similar in shape to the massive ones visible on the surface of the Temple through which starships could travel. This one, however, was meant for pedestrians. Specifically those that didn’t have an invitation.  
 
    The Vargemma had known something like this would exist, but since none of them had entered via this route they’d never bothered to figure out where it actually was, though the clues had been there. But then again, why bother searching for something that was of no use to them? Position and status within the Temple seemed to be their only concern, and it had become a recurring theme in the mind raids of the prisoners. The drama was blinding them to the greatest mystery in the galaxy, and that led to ever increasing disgust by the Viceroy with regards to the Vargemma. 
 
    There was nothing inside the mountain hideaway except the exit chamber, and while it should be possible to turn on the portal and use it to travel out of the Temple, the Paladin could not do it because they did not possess Essence…but fortunately the displays burned into the walls did not require it, or at least did not require it for all functions.  
 
    They appeared to be holograms, but of a nature that defied the eyes. They looked 3 dimensional, but they were completely flat and almost magically carved into the walls…and they were everywhere, detailing a lot of what was probably valuable information, but the map of the galaxy was the one that the Paladin were after.  
 
    The great swirl showed the location of this Temple and four other points, each of which was at the very edge of the galaxy…the furthest away from the Hadarak you could get…and they were marked in the Temple language as the Bridges. Another wall display further elaborated on them, explaining through a series of pictures and text that they linked the Temple network to the galaxy, and that only those who were worthy could pass through. The Bridges would separate the Temples from those who did not belong here, while allowing those that later proved their worth to enter when the time was right.  
 
    It took more than an hour before the Paladin realized the walls were interactive, with the galaxy map being able to zoom in to see the exact systems where each of the four bridge endpoints were located. It even pinpointed where on the appropriate planets they were, though without the use of any coordinates. The Paladin had to visually map out and remember the locations, but that was easy for the Researchers, who immediately sent the information back to Samsiv via couriers, indicating that they had found the way in for the Archons and they had the choice of 4 different routes...but that wasn’t all that was here, and the information kept flowing back to the Viceroy from what was apparently a primer for those who first arrived in the Temple. 
 
    It spoke of a Great War spread across the galaxies, in which a terrifying enemy lurked in the Core of each, using it as a transportation hub to get from one to another. The only threat to them was those that could harness the full potential of Essence, so they had guardians bred to hunt down and destroy all those within the galaxies that learned to use it. Long, long ago they had simply destroyed all life within their host galaxies to insure that no one rose to oppose them…but life returned regardless. They could not figure out how this happened, but it always did, thus they began to weed the galaxies of Essence users rather than trying to deny them existence or occupy all locations.  
 
    The latter had been tried, but when a galaxy reached the saturation point something was triggered. No one knew how, but great beasts would come out of the darkness between galaxies and lay waste to the overpopulated galaxies...then disappear again never to be seen. They too could use Essence, as well as additional powers that were inexplicable. None could stand against them, and only those that were able to run across the stars were able to survive and tell the tale, for no world in an entire galaxy was spared when they emerged from the darkness in a tidal wave of death. 
 
    So the enemy inhabiting the Cores of many galaxies decreed that their watchdogs would both weed out Essence users as well as preventing the overpopulation that would trigger the apocalypse monsters to return. Keeping their galaxies in a semi-populated state as they expanded to others, destroying all worthy opposition while allowing the lessers to exist in the Rim so long as they did not interfere with their colonization of the Galactic Cores.  
 
    But there were those in some of the galaxies that did not bow, and were too strong to be destroyed. Thus the Great War began, with some of the targeted galaxies being able to repel the invaders, but far too few. The enemy continues to assault them, gathering resources from more conquered galaxies to strengthen them. If this was allowed to continue the holdouts would eventually fall to the increasing strength of the Core dwellers, so it was decreed that resistance cells would be established within the far Rims all conquered galaxies.  
 
    And that was what the Temples were. Breeding grounds for resistance fighters engaged in a war too large for them to win, but also sanctuaries where the Hadarak could not get to them under most circumstances…and with backups in case one or more Temples fell. If and when the resistance fighters rose to sufficient level, a leader from the holdout races would come and guide them in guerilla warfare against the Core with no hope of ultimate victory, but in order to do damage to them so that they could not supply the assaults on the holdouts…or perhaps even draw resources from other galaxies to put down the resistance here. 
 
    None of this the Vargemma knew, at least not their populations. Perhaps their leaders did and were hiding it from them, or perhaps it had been lost over the millions of years they had been here squabbling with each other. Yet it was clearly displayed here for those first entering the Temple to understand what they were getting involved with and why they were hunted by the Hadarak for their Essence use.  
 
    But there was more, including one other tactic the Hadarak had tried…that being to destroy all planets so no new life could arise on them. When that happened it appeared to work for a long time, then new planets and stars began to arise just like the lifeforms did on the existing ones. And each time this happened there was a unique Essence effect, with those capable of sensing it seeing the equivalent of a supernova across the galaxy. One moment there was just the void of space, then a flash of super Essence that would subside to reveal a new planet, star, or even entire star systems, nebula, or whatever else needed replaced.  
 
    And it was somehow linked to the apocalypse monsters, for when they purged a galaxy they ate most of the planets in the process. Then in the aftermath there would be a kaleidoscope of Essence eruptions repopulating the galaxy with planets…then much, much later there would be smaller Essence explosions depositing the first generation of each race, but it would rarely happen when one could see it.  
 
    This was how planets that had no population gained it, and those that had been heavily depopulated would see new races coming out of nowhere, making those on them think they had simply been overlooked before, but they were not. They were coming out of the Essence in some way, though what happened to the mass being eaten by the apocalypse monsters was unknown. Did it return to the Essence or did something else happen? It was detailed on the walls that no expedition to the dark zones had ever uncovered the location of the apocalypse monsters, and that one out of three such expeditions never returned.  
 
    The walls asked a basic question…where the monsters part of the Essence or just another race that fed on heavily populated galaxies? The answer to that was unknown, but the Core Dwellers feared triggering such a thing, so they had to keep population levels low in the Rim to compensate for higher levels in the Core, even if it meant killing off their own to do it. So they could not inhabit an entire galaxy, meaning the Rim would be relatively safe for the resistance fighters so long as they didn’t draw too much attention to themselves.  
 
    So the holdout galaxies had devoted the resources to build the Temples across this and other galaxies in an attempt to slow down the Hadarak, but the murals clearly detailed that this war was lopsided and the holdouts were at a disadvantage as the cycles repeated over the eons. It was possible that even the holdouts had been destroyed since the Temples were created, and if that was the case the Founders wished for those who found the Temples to use and preserve them to defy the Core Dwellers in any way possible. 
 
    The word ‘Hadarak’ was never used, nor were there any specifics regarding the others involved. It was as if they had designed the information to be as simple as possible, expecting the equivalent of younglings to arrive that couldn’t comprehend greater detail, but it was effective enough at getting the point across. Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat, even the Zak’de’ron, had been stepping on a much larger conflict without even realizing it. And the Hadarak had been tolerating them as inferiors not worth their time up until something had changed. Maybe they had discovered Star Force’s Essence use, but how could they unless they had spies in the Rim? 
 
    Whatever had happened, this purge was going to destroy all life in the Rim then retreat to leave it uninhabited. That was clear now, otherwise they’d risk their minions occupying every world being too much for the apocalypse monsters to ignore. So this was not a takeover of the galaxy, just a temporary purge before they retreated back to the Core where they preferred to be. 
 
    That was critical information for the trailblazers that got sent back as well, though in light of everything else it almost seemed to get overlooked. This was an epiphany moment for Star Force that could not be understated, but the practicality of the moment was clear. They could do nothing about the Hadarak or the holdouts, but they now did have a way of getting an Archon inside the Temple. They had four, actually, and the sooner a Star Force Essence wielder got here to start operating and exploring the systems denied to the Paladin, the more they’d begin to learn about the Founders, the Hadarak, and this galactic war that was so large nobody had even knew it was happening. 
 
    And the Vargemma? They appeared all the more pathetic now. Perhaps the hopelessness had been too much for them to handle and they had abandoned the resistance mission, but whatever the case they were nothing more than arrogant squatters at this point, and it was time for someone who was not afraid to fight to use the tools left behind by the Founders for something other than helping the Hadarak do their dirty work. 
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    A large contingent of Paladin had taken up residence in and around the entry portal in order to secure it for the Archons’ arrival. Fixed emplacements with both stun and regular weaponry had been set up outside and constant aerial patrols made it clear to any Vargemma watching that they were not welcome here. The amount of time it would take the Archons to get out to the closest of the 4 entry points on the Rim of the galaxy had been calculated, but the travel time between portals had not. There were some approximate guesses taken, but no one had any real numbers to offer other than the Knights of Quenar, who admitted to never having traveled even remotely that far through space using the stargate effect…assuming that was actually how the portals worked.  
 
    That was still up in the air, and Samsiv had been analyzing every bit of the murals in the arrival chamber along with the increasing tidbits of information taken from interrogations and explorations of other facilities across the Temple. The Vargemma were still not bowing, though they continued to lose this slow war that was gradually escalating with more Paladin being spawned and added to the fight, so real access to the larger systems and database were still off limits to him, but that didn’t stop the Viceroy. He was learning and learning fast, and the more puzzle pieces found helped him connect others in what was a growing web of understanding. 
 
    These Holdout galaxies were remarkably advanced, not just in Essence techniques but also technology, and that technology he could study without the Archons here. Based on his own knowledge of the Hadarak and their minions, he could loosely figure the effectiveness of fighting them with Founder technology, and Samsiv was fairly certain that the Holdouts were not just fighting with Essence. They most likely had a technological warfront as well, supplemented by Essence, and the Caretakers here were probably indicative of how they accomplished that. 
 
    Their drone technology was far superior to Star Force’s, and when the Paladin had recovered wreckage from some of the Caretakers that had been destroyed before other Caretakers could collect it, the analysis of the internal mechanisms was astounding. A lot of it was variations of what Star Force already possessed, but new ways of doing it that they hadn’t come across yet…such as the casing. Similar materials were used, but the way the molecules were aligned was not natural. It was as if they had been manually aligned, molecule by molecule, into very odd arrangements that were remarkably strong and resilient.  
 
    That may have been the result of Essence bonding the molecules rather than technology, for the Archons had been known to do similar things by introducing Essence into machinery and twisting things around in a way that was physically impossible. They’d also been able to cause plants to grow with lightning speed, but in each case they’d basically pled ignorance as to how they were actually doing it. Most of it was just throwing some Essence and seeing what happened, but these drones attested to something much more precise that allowed the Founders to get more functionality out of the same base materials. 
 
    But the computational systems were the real gem. They were not electrical, crystal, or muodic. They were something entirely new, and the Paladin had yet to figure out exactly how it worked. They’d gotten baselines established, but there was some form of atomic chains that were permanently linked that information was stored in. DNA was the closest metaphor that could be used, but it was structured totally different…and much smaller. These atomic chains were not based on any known element, but rather a construction on a subatomic level that, in a way, made the entire chain a single atom…and yet not.  
 
    The thing of it was, though, that these Caretaker drones did not have the same technology that the Temple did. The computer systems used in the infrastructure were more standard, still highly advanced, but most were based off micro-electrical systems with crystal backups.  
 
    Samsiv theorized that whatever this new technology was, it was required to hold the massive amount of programming required for autonomous drones. Star Force limited their own use of the technology because of unforeseen circumstances that could lead to problems, but these Caretakers were far more intricate in the way they behaved…and without any known controlling system. The Paladin had been looking for some type of control signal beyond their comms, but they had found none. Either they had something else that couldn’t be detected, or they were operating off of an entirely internal logic system. 
 
    And if the Holdouts had super smart drones, they might be able to effectively counter the Hadarak minions without assistance. The fact that this entire Temple was run without anyone here, so they were told, indicated an advanced knowledge of automated systems. If one implemented similar technology into the battlefield with ample production resources, they could accomplish the equivalent of what the Paladin were using technology only…or close to it. A machine would never be able to match a person in terms of the ability to learn, adapt, and improvise, and the Paladin had the genetic memory equivalent of a computer’s database, but if the Founders had gotten close to them using technology only, he could understand how they could handle the Hadarak minions while saving their Essence use for the larger targets. 
 
    But Star Force still didn’t know what the Hadarak had in the Deep Core, and it was speculated they could have all manner of things stronger than a standard Hadarak or Lurker in there waiting to be unleashed. How someone could effectively hold off an invasion of that magnitude intrigued Samsiv thoroughly, as did how such an invasion would occur. 
 
    The murals were not specific about who the Hadarak were, but there were some useful clues in there, particularly the mention that the Hadarak traveled between galaxies from the Core, not the Rim. Now that would make no sense if they used the Stargate effect, for the shorter distance would be from the Rim…unless distance didn’t matter and they just wanted a central hub rather than dozens around the exterior of the galaxy. 
 
    Samsiv suspected it was not that, and there was one thing in the center of galaxies that was not available in the Rim…and that was massive gravity wells. In the center of the Milky Way there were clusters of gravity wells obscuring what was in the actual center. It could be a null zone around which the others spun, but most likely it was the largest well of them all with more material being added to it, or exploding off it, as time went on.  
 
    Normally that would be inhospitable territory, but the Hadarak were not normal lifeforms. They preferred higher gravity and used it to travel between stars. Ignoring the amounts of mass in the way when traveling from galaxy to galaxy, if you wanted to make a grav jump across that gap, you’d need the largest gravity well you could find to get enough speed out of it…and you’d need the largest gravity well you could find to decelerate on the other end. 
 
    That suggested that the Galactic Cores could be used to make super long and fast jumps, and the murals hinted that was how the Hadarak traveled between galaxies. But how much could they send? Was it just a seed that grew into a civilization, or could they send fleets of Hadarak or whatever else they had? There were so many possibilities based off this new information it was impossible to fix anything, but Samsiv couldn’t help but speculate as to how this multi-galaxy warfare actually occurred. 
 
    And if the Founders could travel between galaxies, did they do so in the same way or did they have another route? Could Essence be used to also travel that distance? Did the Hadarak use Essence to enhance their Core jumps, or did they use Essence entirely?  
 
    The Paladin badly needed the Archons here so they could access the higher tiered files that would hopefully contain some of the answers to these questions…and especially that of the apocalypse monsters. Though no images were given beyond crude drawings, it was inferred that they were the size of planets at the minimum, perhaps larger, and were totally unstoppable. There was a small mural that noted combat against them had been hilariously ineffective, but that meant at least someone had tried to fight back, and not just the Hadarak, but they’d failed miserably. 
 
    These monsters were seen as a natural force that counterbalanced the ‘Lifesprings’ that randomly reseeded the galaxies when needed. Some parameters for that were given, stating certain conditions that seemed to trigger them, but it was clear that they were extremely rare…except when summoned.  
 
    The ‘summoned’ term was not fully defined, nor was it referring to new planets popping up, but seemed to be suggesting that new races didn’t just pop up randomly, but that they could also be created by design and then a Core summoned into them to finish the process.  
 
    That was not what the Caretakers were. Samsiv had confirmed they were mechanical only. But the Hadarak themselves…were they created by current races or were they naturally spawned by these Lifesprings? How many other races were created and set loose in the galaxy by Essence users? And what were the downsides of doing such? Were there flaws? Were the natural ones superior? There were a billion questions regarding this that Samsiv could have fashioned, because this was all unknown territory for Star Force, and the idea that giant monsters could swoop into any galaxy they wished at any time and destroy everything was not something that was going to sit well with the Director, Archons, or Thrawn. 
 
    But they had no real information on the apocalypse monsters, unless it was contained in the restricted files. Hopefully it would be, but Samsiv had learned something valuable even without it. If the Hadarak feared triggering their coming, and that coming was somehow linked to overpopulation, then that meant the current Hadarak purge could not fully succeed. If they filled every planet with minions then you would have just that scenario.  
 
    That told Samsiv that the Hadarak would start evacuating worlds near the Core that were currently filled and shove those minions Rimward to continue the purge while leaving vast tracks of territory empty. So Star Force wasn’t going to have to fight an unlimited amount of minions, for the Hadarak would regulate the number at some point to avoid triggering the galactic destruction here that they had inadvertently caused elsewhere. 
 
    That meant backdoor combat options would be available at some point, and that the Hadarak were going to have to mount such a strong offensive that no one would even think about looking behind their lines, and if they did, they needed to have all the local jumplines blocked with fortified systems. There were definitely ways they could make that work, but if one knew there was a repository of empty systems behind the assault wave, one could find a way to get there and sever the Hadarak’s communication lines back to the Core…along with a lot more shenanigans that could be pulled to disrupt the enemy. 
 
    That meant the Hadarak had to fight with one hand tied behind their nonexistent backs or risk arousing the apocalypse monsters… 
 
    And their existence changed everything. They’d been out there the entire time Star Force had existed, and the Empire had been completely clueless to the threat they posed. They wouldn’t have even known about them until they came to destroy everything if the Founders hadn’t left that knowledge here to be found. And since it was literally one of the very first things newcomers to the Temple were supposed to know, it was clear that their existence was of the utmost importance and it dictated the way galactic wars could and couldn’t be fought.  
 
    But there was more in those murals, for they kept altering in unexpected ways, and Samsiv expected them to reveal a lot more information when prodded with Essence, but right now they were spilling some more information gradually over time, almost as if they were monitoring the minds of those reading them and determining what they were ready for next. 
 
    One thing that was added was the Frontier, which was the area of the universe where the Hadarak were expanding into new galaxies. Some were falling easily, others were causing them a lot of trouble but still falling after a considerable effort. None were able to stand except the original Holdouts, and those were limited to only 3 galaxies…whereas the Hadarak owned hundreds. There was not a specific map available yet, only generalities, and that was due in part to the inability to update information. The exact number of Hadarak galaxies could have changed since the Temple was built or last visited by the Founders, so by not giving an exact count they didn’t have to fear being inaccurate. 
 
    Then there was also the fact that the people in this galaxy had more than they could handle with the Hadarak here, so they didn’t need to worry about other galaxies that they didn’t even have the means of getting to. But they did give a general sense of where the other galaxies were, and the Frontier was far from the Milky Way and the Holdout galaxies. In fact, they were dead center in the Hadarak death grip with all the surrounding galaxies exclusively owned by the enemy.  
 
    So even if they could somehow break through the Hadarak surge and assault the galactic Core, the enemy could conceivably receive extra-galactic reinforcements forever. And even if Star Force conquered the Core, the Hadarak could reinvade forever. The battlefield was so stacked against them it made sense for the Founders to establish the Temple sanctuaries, for there was no one to conceivably fight back with a chance to win. They only had the ability to slow down and irritate the enemy. 
 
    But Star Force had something the others did not, and that was the Uriti. Thanks to the Chixzon and the trailblazers’ ability to befriend the formerly terrorizing monsters, Star Force now possessed Hadarak of their own. They might be the lowest level of Hadarak, but they were of the same breed and power, and that was something that had never been noted in any of the Temple material the Paladin had come across. No one had ever taken the enemy and turned them against themselves, or maybe it had been tried and failed and that record was buried in the Essence-only files.  
 
    Samsiv badly needed the Archons here, but as the reception committee kept the arrival chamber secure month after month, no one ever arrived. They were getting so late that Thrawn inquired as to the status of the portal, indicating that they should have arrived by now. It wasn’t until months after that until word arrived via very long courier routes to connect to the Star Force comm relays that the Archons had hit a snag at the Bridge endpoint that was going to delay their arrival considerably… 
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    June 19, 128547 
 
    Uncharted System, Galactic Edge 
 
    23rd planet 
 
      
 
    Jack-020 and Randy-021 had been sent out to find the closest of the 4 Bridge endpoints to the now Paladin-occupied Temple, with the system in question being quite large and on the very edge of the galaxy, meaning there were no stars beyond it to be seen. Look back and you got the normal starfield view, but rotate around and the twinkling lights suddenly stopped…only to be replaced with the view of other galaxies. 
 
    The little spirals and other types of swirls were larger, yet the gaps between them were darker. It gave one a very eerie feeling when looking out there, as if you were literally on the edge of nothing, but now the Archons knew there was definitely something out there in the darkness. Something far worse than the Hadarak. And now the galaxy didn’t seem such a welcoming place, rather a giant dinner plate waiting to be feasted upon once it was filled up. 
 
    The other galaxies out there were the same. The largest visible ones were the nearest ones, and those were full of Hadarak as well. Which ones of the others were Holdouts? Which ones had not yet met the Hadarak? Jack and Randy didn’t know for sure yet, but they all seemed to be the butt end of a massive joke, just waiting to be devoured by something else lurking out there. Something so terrifying it had to be fiction, but if it was what kept the Hadarak from fully conquering galaxies, then it had to be real.  
 
    Star Force was back to being vulnerable again, and not just against the Vargemma attacks. They’d originally lived under the threat of the V’kit’no’sat discovering they existed and coming to wipe them out…and here they were again, escaping certain destruction because they hadn’t attracted enough attention yet. After all the work they’d done in this galaxy, it seemed they had barely scratched the surface of what needed to be done to actually safeguard it. It was enough to make most people just give up and live what kind of life they could while ignoring the threat, or maybe just get what they could before the certain doom came, but those loserisms weren’t in Archon vocabulary. 
 
    They were drawn to challenges, craved them, and the more terrifying something was the more they’d set themselves to facing it. But this? This was something that truly would separate the real warriors from the pretenders, and it seemed the Hadarak wanted nothing to do with this epic and very one-sided confrontation. 
 
     But now that they knew about it, Star Force would not ignore it. Right now, however, they had their plate full of enemies to deal with, so their only hope against this dark mystery was to avoid it…which would come down to the Hadarak knowing not to try to consume everywhere in the galaxy with an unstoppable minion expansion spree. 
 
    The trailblazers thought they could fight the Hadarak and potentially whatever else they had in the Deep Core right now. Removing the Vargemma so they could effectively do that had been the mission, but it was becoming clear that the Temples held greater weaponry and knowledge designed specifically for fighting the Hadarak. That meant securing it and using it to enhance Star Force’s capabilities were now tops on their to-do list.  
 
    Unfortunately the attacks on Star Force were not ending. If anything they were increasing now that the Vargemma knew they had invaders. They weren’t launching from the occupied Temple anymore, but the others were frantically launching attacks and doing a great deal of damage, perhaps in a stupid effort to make Star Force relent, but it was obvious that was not going to happen. 
 
    Star Force was going to have to fight, Temple to Temple, until all of the Vargemma were neutralized…and they were going to have to do it with stun weapons or they’d have to fight the Caretakers as well. In order to do that they’d have to learn how to operate the portals and open the shield that was keeping the fleet out. Once inside they’d quickly start spreading to the other Temples, but the Paladin couldn’t open the door. Only an Essence wielder could, and there wasn’t a Paladin template for that, so Jack and Randy were the two who’d won the mini-contest as to who got to go on this little field trip amongst the trailblazers, and now they were finally here. 
 
    The star system was inhabited, on three of the planets, but the one they were interested in was not…but it did have visible Caretaker presence as well as the remains of previous cities surrounding the continent resplendent in Founder technology.  
 
    “Looks like they couldn’t play well with others,” Jack noted as they flew down to the surface in a dropship along with a heavy escort of drones and skeets as Caretaker craft took to the skies as well to pace them, but none were firing.  
 
    “I supposed nobody thought to place a sign that said ‘No Killing’ for the neighbors’ benefit. I’m seeing several different architectures. This place has been a hot spot for a while.” 
 
    “Can’t put a doorway in and hide it at the same time. People have to be able to find it.” 
 
    “True,” Randy agreed as they headed for the single largest building that rose up into the sky like a fat obelisk, and sticking out of one side was a ‘small’ landing platform only 2 miles wide and barely noticeable from afar, for the entire Founder civilization on the continent contained very large structures everywhere, making Randy wonder just how big these guys were. 
 
    “If it’s not in there, we’re going to have a hell of a time finding it.” 
 
    “It’s there,” Randy said assuredly. “They want it to be found.” 
 
    “By the right people,” Jack added. “And they’ve got plenty of guns to discourage those who aren’t.” 
 
    “It is the universe language. I bet there’s a Responder or something like it down there. There’s gotta be some instructions.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack agreed as they curved around to land facing the entry doors set into the side of the slightly sloped wall of the massive building. The naval drones stayed back a few miles and the skeets continued to circle above them, leaving only the pair of Archons to set foot on the platform…and as expected, just shy of the closed, massive doors, was a small green crystal-like obelisk waiting for them to approach. 
 
    “There it is,” Randy pointed out. “Let’s go have a chat.” 
 
    When they approached the obelisk grabbed and scanned them, with the sensation being a bit irritating, but not damaging, as it tried to get past their Ikrid blocks and eventually did so, since it was a machine interface and not true telepathy, but it took a very specific technology to do it…and the fact that it hacked their Ikrid blocks in a couple of minutes was damn impressive. 
 
    “Greetings,” the obelisk said in English. “Your language has been assimilated to facilitate communication. I am the automated interface for the Bridge portal, designed to educate and test those who are…,” it said, cutting off as both Archons triggered an Essence Rush that did nothing more than surge their Essence beyond their bodies and flare it a bit. 
 
    “Essence use confirmed. Access to the Temple is granted. Those who are deemed worthy are invited to increase their skills with the knowledge beyond. The Temple awaits those who wish to take up the challenge of fighting the beasts at the Galactic Core, and those who have achieved the most basic of tools to do so…the ability to manipulate one’s own Essence. All that you require will be provided to you in the Temple, you need not take anything other than yourself. Only those that possess the skill may travel to the Temple through the Bridge. If you wish to bring other servants, you must do so through another means to be found within. Do you wish to travel to the Temple now, or do you have questions that need answering?” 
 
    “When was the last person sent through the Bridge?” Jack asked. 
 
    “None have passed this portal since its construction. No Essence users have ever been detected on the planet. You are the first to arrive.” 
 
    “What is the estimated travel time to the Temple?”  
 
    “Two hours, 17 minutes, 21 seconds.” 
 
    Randy whistled.  
 
    “Damn,” Jack said, glancing at him. “26,000 lightyears in 3 hours. That’s one hell of a cheat.” 
 
    “I’ll say. What is our method of travel?” 
 
    “An Essence bubble will carry a travel orb with you inside it. The orb will provide life support for the transit.” 
 
    “How big is it?” 
 
    “Slightly larger than your arrival vessel.” 
 
    “Subway then,” Jack confirmed. “How many can it carry?” 
 
    “It will be large enough for the both of you. Are there other Essence users you wish to travel with?” 
 
    “Not at this time. Are there any instructions for us regarding the transit or what occurs thereafter?” 
 
    “Simple enter and, when ready for transit, touch the blue orb at the center. Transit will occur automatically and cannot be canceled en route. When you arrive, all that is necessary will be explained and further knowledge will be granted based off your Essence skill level.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of everything else here?” 
 
    “This facility is designed to preserve and protect the Bridge against all threats. That requires a large amount of preparation.” 
 
    “It has a sense of humor,” Jack quipped.  
 
    “We are ready to travel now,” Randy told the obelisk. “May our escorts remain here?” 
 
    “They cannot interfere with this facility, its operations, or engage in combat against others. Doing so will result in their deletion. Presence is acceptable so long as no interference occurs. This is typically difficult for races to maintain, thus the permanent presence of non-travelers is requested to occur beyond the boundaries of the facility on other areas of the planet.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jack said, relaying instructions to their escorts and the fleet of warships in orbit. “We wish to enter the Bridge and travel to the Temple now.” 
 
    The obelisk didn’t respond, but the large doors behind it did, cracking apart into four pieces then melting back to reveal an internal chamber that had numerous ball-like craft inside that appeared to fit just within the dimension of the circular portal that was set into the ceiling. 
 
    One of the travel orbs detached from a wall niche and floated down to ground level, then it split in half and opened up for the pair of Archon with numerous compartments within designed to accommodate different body sizes…of which the Humans were apparently on the small end. 
 
    The pair climbed up a small ladder and sat down on padded benches around a smooth gray table as the orb gently resealed. There was no visible connection to the other chambers, but the trailblazers could see with their Pefbar that there were concealed tunnels that connected all of them, probably as a backup option in case of emergency or a way of linking compartments if the travelers were of different sizes. 
 
    Once sealed, a blue orb rose up out of the table and hovered in place, waiting for the travelers to touch it and activate the transit. 
 
    “Here we go,” Jack said, reaching out his bare hand and placing his fingertips on it…with the orb pulsing blue light and rising up into the ceiling where it stuck until an Essence wave rushed over them all. A moment later it turned red, and that was when they left the planet behind and entered the Essence realm enroute to their destination. 
 
    “You know,” Randy said, glancing around at the clean and pristine interior as his Essence sense could see through it into the blankness beyond. “I wonder…” 
 
    “…if the apocalypse monsters are in this realm and not the intergalactic void.” 
 
    “It would make some sense if they’re linked to the Lifesprings.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not. I really don’t want to be snacked on enroute.” 
 
    “Me either,” Randy agreed as he sat back and waited. There was nothing to do as they traveled, no map to watch to monitor their progress. They just had to trust that the Bridge was legit, because they were entirely at the mercy of the alien technology…and if the Essence bubble broke, they’d be spit back out into space with only this ball of a ship and their retractable armor to sustain them. And that wouldn’t last long enough, for marooned in deep space was a death sentence for the simple fact that no one could get to them to execute a rescue. At least no one that Star Force knew of. Maybe the Founder technology had a way, but he doubted it. 
 
    So the two Archons sat and did nothing for the trip, counting down the time on their armor’s internal clocks…and exactly as stated, 2 hours 17 minutes and 21 seconds later, an Essence wave hit them and the orb above shifted back to blue and dropped down into the table where it disappeared.  
 
    “No return trip?” Jack wondered just before the travel orb began to split in two. 
 
    “Maybe needs a reset…or maybe it wants us to stick around long enough to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “No reception committee,” Jack said with a frown as he reached out with his senses to find emptiness around them.  
 
    “I don’t sense the Paladin either,” Randy said as he hopped out through the widening crack between the halves and got his shoes on the hard floor. He walked out into the open and saw the reception chamber with the murals on the walls, then he spun around and saw the circular portal behind them. The wall beside it opened up and swallowed the travel orb, resealing over it and denying them their pathway back. 
 
    “Well…”  
 
    “I’ve got nothing on comms. Either we’re being blocked or they’re not here.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Vargemma?” 
 
    “No. Worse.” 
 
    “At least we’re here,” Randy noted. “Let’s see what these murals have to say to someone with Essence.” 
 
    “Be my guest. I’ll look for the exterior door.” 
 
    “Deal,” Randy said, walking over to the wall that showed the apocalypse monsters. It wasn’t too specific, as he’d seen in the records transmitted back to Star Force, but there was something missing. It felt like a void there, and after several minutes of staring at it and the permutations he threw some Essence on it at a specific point…and then the mural came alive and shot out into the chamber in some form of a realistic hologram. 
 
    The vague image changed into something far more accurate, rotating in place several meters over Randy’s head and extending further out into the chamber. There were several, actually, but one was huge compared to the others and they all looked like sea creatures with thick tentacles. Black as black could be, and a little glossy, then the big one split apart…but it wasn’t being destroyed. It was just changing into smaller pieces that matched those surrounding it…then after a pause those pieces recombined with all the others and created a much larger single creature that then began to take on different configurations. 
 
    “Damn it, you’re a shape shifter,” Randy said to the thing. “And a colony hive at that. But what can you actually do?” 
 
    Randy felt some more little voids in the shape, realizing they were interactive ‘buttons’ and pressed another one with a flick of Essence. The monster shrunk in size, then several different sized planets and stars flew out of the mural to line up with it…showing that the larger version monster was wider than Sol’s Jupiter and far bigger than any known Hadarak could even aspire to be.  
 
    A little more mural surfing and Randy got sizes on the smaller versions, with most being planet or moon sized. Eventually he found one display that showed them ‘eating’ a planet, with them seeming to melt and cover it in an ocean of black goo…then when they were finished the monster was much larger and the planet was gone, absorbed into it, which would then split into two or three more.  
 
    That meant a planet death was the way these things reproduced. But what did that have to do with population? Were these things tasked with reducing it or did the people on it serve some other purpose? Essence collection maybe?  
 
    It was clear there was a lot more information in the murals than the Paladin could have figured out…but that still left the question of where they were. Randy got through about half of the options on the monster mural before Jack finally called to him telepathically to get over to his location, but he didn’t offer any explanation. 
 
    Randy ran across the chamber to where there was now an open doorway leading to the outside. A wave of cold air hit him before he got there…painfully cold, prompting him to activate his armor and cover his entire body with the thermal protection as he came up on another Archon armor suit standing in the opening and staring out on a long, flat plain covered in nothing but snow and ice.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Randy said, knowing that they were supposed to be in jungle-covered mountains. “It sent us somewhere else.” 
 
    “It’s also not night,” Jack said, referring to the very dim light outside similar to moonlight, which the Paladin Temple had none of since it was constantly lit.  
 
    Randy looked up into the sky, having to step out a bit to see the distant reactor that functioned as the Temple’s star…but there was only a very, very small pinprick of light. Far too small to be what the Paladin had discovered. 
 
    “Galactic spin,” Jack said, having already figured it out. “The Bridge endpoints rotate slower, so the Temples will pass inside them on a faster track. If they all have an endpoint, the Bridge probably connects to the closest one due to range limitations.” 
 
    “And that means the Temple with the Paladin is out of alignment,” Randy followed. “Which means we can’t get to them with the Bridge unless there are destination options we didn’t see.” 
 
    “And that means there are probably Vargemma in here that are not going to be happy to find us.” 
 
    “But we’re in, and if we can use the travel orb to get back, we have a foothold inside the Temple network.” 
 
    “We have no army to link up with, and we can’t bring a warship through that,” Jack said, thumbing back towards the small portal. “This just got a lot harder. And we have no food.” 
 
    “There’s supposed to be stuff here…oh shit. Is it malfunctioning?” 
 
    “It’s a distinct possibility,” Jack said, thinking aloud. “There’s no way that stellar output is right unless they intended the entire sphere to be an ice cube. If we can’t go back, we’re probably in trouble.” 
 
    Randy turned and ran back to the Bridge portal, looking for another little void button, and was relieved when he found one and the travel orb came back out and split in two, ready for travelers to board. He left it there and ran back to Jack, who was still standing in the same spot looking out on the frozen wasteland that was at least this region of the Temple…except that the exterior temperature was reading at -80F. Nowhere in the few frozen areas of the other Temple had it gotten that low. Not even close. 
 
    “Maybe they need to feed it Essence, or something else, and the Vargemma aren’t doing what they need to,” Jack wondered. “Maybe they haven’t inhabited them all, and they go dormant when nobody is here?” 
 
    “Or maybe this is just where they have the snowball fights,” Randy half joked. “We need to get back while we can. If this place is low on Essence…” 
 
    “Right,” Jack said, finally leaving his viewpoint. “We need to come back with a team and supplies. The answer lies out there somewhere.” 
 
    “We’ll be back. If we can leave. Let’s just hope it sends us back the way we came.” 
 
    “It better,” Jack growled as they headed back to the travel orb. When they got inside the same procedure successfully shot them off through the Essence realm, then when they arrived and the travel orb split, they were both relieved to see the same Bridge endpoint that they had started from. 
 
    They immediately ordered the fleet to send couriers back to Star Force while they organized an initial expedition team to go back with them inside of a few hours, but not before Randy walked over to the obelisk and tapped a finger on its green material irritatedly.  
 
    “Hey, Genius. Mind telling us why the entire Temple is an ice cube…” 
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