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    Paul-024 leapt silently through the air and up to a beam overhanging the walkway, grabbing the underside and sticking there as Sara-012 followed a half second later. Both were invisible, and the Vargemma race known as the Dotaramin had neither telepathy nor any type of Pefbar, so as long as the Archons’ cloaks held they would remain unnoticed, assuming they didn’t get bumped into in the crowded hallway as they patiently made their way towards the primary cargo loading docks. 
 
    The top of those were covered in a force field, and if they used their Jumat to push through it they’d be detected, wasting months of clandestine 00 Agent work that required them to maintain their cover, for as of yet no one that they’d come into contact with inside the Temple knew of their presence…or even Star Force’s existence for that matter. And they weren’t lying to them, because the trailblazers weren’t exactly in a position to chat, so their information was being obtained from mental scans of those races that did not have telepathy. 
 
    They had to be careful to figure out which ones did and did not, but the Caretakers had extensive files on all the races inside the Temple…which now included them…but there was no automatic alert sent out to the Vargemma. Unless someone inquired as to how many races there were and came up with the additional one as an anomaly, then their dataset that the Caretakers had begun to make on them was essentially lost in the mountains of information available to the denizens. 
 
    Avoiding the Caretakers was not an option, for they had to have food and stealing it from the Vargemma was not the best option. Soon after arriving in the Temple they’d made contact with a Responder far away from any Vargemma city, and from there they’d been directed to another site where the autonomous robots inquired as to their dietary needs and then set about to manufacture what was required. Explaining was one thing, and a possible route, but giving them a sample of the food in their packs made it easier for the Caretakers to simply replicate the molecular structure, though they’d had trouble with the ambrosia.  
 
    It had taken them 2 months and 4 days before they had successfully been able to synthesize it, and both Paul and Sara were glad they now had refills, for this had become a much longer mission than either had suspected, going on well past the 6 month mark. It felt like they’d been here longer than that, because every second of every day they risked detection and had to stay on the alert, even in the wilderness areas where no Vargemma traveled.  
 
    They’d spent several weeks out there just training alone and in the open air, but neither trailblazer could fully relax. They were gambling on the size of the Temple providing them with anonymity, and after a while it seemed obvious the Vargemma were not monitoring every bit of the interior of the sphere, but you never knew for sure. And now that they were operating inside the Vargemma cities, they couldn’t decloak for one second outside a secure area, though they’d managed to find or make a few of those on their own. 
 
    But at least they were able to move around while sneaking rather than having to stay in place. Hanging here upside down from the ceiling as a group of 26 Dotaramin slithered by on their tail-like legs, which made them look like a Human walking on their knees, Paul and Sara had to fight their urge to move or even vibrate their bodies, for even a little ‘tinking’ sound could give them away. The gargoyle-like race had very good hearing and even a better sense of smell, but thankfully Star Force had designed dampening equipment for both into their armor, though the most important aspect to their success this far was the fact that the Dotaramin were not looking for them, nor even knew of their existence. 
 
    This wasn’t the first Vargemma city the pair had infiltrated, but rather the 18th, and in each one the people they quietly mind raider from afar or temporarily captured, interrogated, then blanked their minds and released, all said the same thing. They had no idea what Star Force was, nor did they even know about the war going on beyond the Temples. Not the war against Star Force, nor the expansion of the Hadarak. They thought the galaxy was as it always had been, and not too surprisingly their entire mental framework was based primarily in this Temple with a little outside knowledge of some of the others. 
 
    But that was mostly rumor. No one of the 1,294 people that they’d pulled information from had ever left the Temple. All had been born here after the first of the Vargemma had arrived, and no one knew when that had been. History had been lost, or perhaps deliberately erased, from public knowledge. Petty spats with rival races, day to day work assignments, and the mandatory Essence donations are what drove everyday life here, with a few aspiring to more but knowing only those with exception skills were given access to the Caretaker facilities, and those individuals held high status within the Vargemma society. Especially for mating rights.  
 
    Population expansion was desired, but regulated. Only those that achieved a certain benchmark in Essence skills were permitted to reproduce, and that was the same across every race Paul and Sara had found here. Similar reports had come from the Paladin in Alpha Temple, though a few races they’d found in Gamma were not present in Alpha, and that had begged a new line of inquiry during their interrogations. 
 
    The answers were not straightforward, for they could only access specific material in their minds if they knew what to look for. Browsing memories was extremely hard if you went beyond the past few days, but the greatest limitation was that these people didn’t know very much, and the Archons sensed that was deliberate. They had been told that the Temples were the most glorious and luxurious places in the galaxy, with the worlds beyond being savage and full of death. That, at least, was more true than not, but there was an undercurrent to that knowledge that deterred people from wanting to go out there and look. Only those who were truly beastly in their Essence skills would venture forth to do the Founders’ bidding and search for other Essence users to bring into the Temple…but no one in their right mind would actually want to live out there.  
 
    Which meant the mindset of the Vargemma was focused inwards, and without proper training and challenges the only thing that drove them was their quarrels with the other races. It seemed to be their equivalent of sports, with the rivalries quite intense to the point of feuding in some cases, but it always tempered by the on-looking Caretakers that would respond harshly if any lethal force was applied. 
 
    The fear of the Caretakers was a common excuse for why one group or another didn’t end their rival, whether they had the power to do so or not. If it wasn’t for the Caretakers’ programming Paul figured that the Vargemma would have killed each other long ago, and if that was the reason why the Temple guards had been programmed in such a manner, what were the Founders hoping to accomplish? You couldn’t build an army from this rabble to fight the Hadarak, not without significant changes. Where they just here to increase in number and wait for a Founder to come back and try to make something out of them, or were they primarily here to feed Essence to the Temple network so the Founders could use it for other things? 
 
    The people they’d found being transported through the clandestine network between Temples suggested as much, and Paul wished they’d been able to investigate that black hole, but he didn’t want to be out hugging the exterior of starships any more than Sara did. The key to defeating the Vargemma was getting the fleet inside the network and able to use the portals to jump from one Temple to another, so that’s what he and Sara had been focused on scouting. If Star Force couldn’t learn it from the Responders out of skills order, then they’d have to learn it from the Vargemma…but first they had to find one that knew that particular skill, and they were in short order.  
 
    Pilots were revered for their ability to travel between Temples, and only the extremely high placed were given that grand task, for there was almost no civilian travel between Temples allowed. There were cargo shipments and official delegations, but the people of one Temple were meant to stay in place and grow, and with the Essence requirements for travel, that put a severe limit on the number of ships moving back and forth.  
 
    The power of Essence was worshiped here. The more you had the better, and the Vargemma cities had the highest security around their wells. The smaller ones had a single one that powered city defenses and such, but the larger Vargemma cities had several and there was no way Paul and Sara could even get close to them. They had all manner of sensors that they couldn’t approach, and the transmission lines taking Essence from collection points into the wells were encased in meters of armor and energy shields to prevent anyone from siphoning off some of it for their own use. 
 
    And their own use was allowed, which was odd. Essence donation was mandated, but not a full amount. Each person had a quota to reach based on their level, but beyond that they could expend or store the rest as they liked, with the only true currency in the Temple being Essence. Some of the races had other forms for distribution of items, though with the Caretakers providing for the needs of anyone who asked it kind of became redundant. Many people here didn’t care about what was going on beyond, and were quite lazy and non-violent. It was the ones that sought power that became vicious, while the laid back masses were more worried about being caught up in an inter-racial fight by accident than they were in actually fighting their rivals. 
 
    Again, it was more like sports to them, something they watched from afar but never expected to arrive on their front doorstep. And Paul figured these people were doing just what their leaders wanted. Being passive, producing Essence, and not causing trouble. With reproductive privilege going to those with high skills…so they could therefore produce offspring more inclined to nature Essence use…there was no family dynamic in the masses, and most had deactivated their sexual drives entirely, whether by choice or mandate, only to be activated again if they earned the privilege of adding their genetics to the next generation. 
 
    Such a lack-luster society did, as expected, degenerate over time with many deaths from ‘old age.’ They were replaced by the offspring of those that did strive for more, thus the weaklings were constantly being purged by stagnation, though that took quite a while given the medical technology and other infrastructure the Vargemma possessed, which was surpassed by what was in the Caretaker facilities, though most people didn’t have access to them. They could roam the wilds in search of them if they liked, with no penalty or restriction there, but the enormity of the Temple made sure only a few managed to make the effort, with the masses having to live in the cities where they were born. 
 
    Movement was heavily discouraged from Region to Region, even city to city. They would let you walk, fly, or swim if you wanted, but you had to purchase regular transport if it wasn’t for a mission. And the way you paid was with additional Essence. Those whose skills were limited barely had enough for the daily quotas and some training, but some did manage to save up enough to transfer somewhere else within their racial domain. They couldn’t intermix with the other races without permission, other than in the wilds, and one of the people Sara had mind raided had knowledge of a black market system that operated out there. He was the only one who did, and it was mere rumor only, but it made sense. You couldn’t control something this large that closely, and from the reports from Alpha the Vargemma weren’t even trying. 
 
    Everything of importance happened in the Vargemma cities, not even the Caretaker-run barrier cities. Everyone was either concerned with laid back luxury or climbing the highly competitive ladder within their race…and that ladder was what was making it hard to get the information the Archons needed. The lower rungs knew nothing about the upper ones beyond rumor, but after months of travel and interrogations the trailblazers had finally begun to make progress. 
 
    When the group of Dotaramin passed, Paul dropped down quietly and walked a few meters forward, dodging to the right to allow 3 more to move by as Sara shadowed him. They had to play this stop and go game for nearly 2 kilometers of tunnel as the high ceilings narrowed to low archways every 40 meters or so, making them unable to just crawl up there. And due to a particular security protocol, no anti-grav technology was allowed in this part of the city. There were sensors to detect it, so Paul couldn’t fly even a bit without setting them off, using armor or Yen’mer, so they had to revert back to old school Jedi jumps and walk clinging to get the job done. 
 
    As the Dotaramin passed they briefly glanced into their minds, and every now and then one of them would feel a brush of air or a faint sound, which the Archons would distract them from, and for good reason. These Dotaramin had Essence detection skills, and if they chose to use them they could see the trailblazers right through their armor at close range and neither Paul nor Sara knew any techniques to shield themselves from that. But here, inside the Dotaramin’s 18th largest city in this Temple, they had no reason to look. And with them saving every last bit of Essence they could, they wouldn’t be using that ability casually. 
 
    So Paul and Sara were not safe from detection, but they’d gotten this far and through the other cities without a hiccup,yet their next objective was going to up the danger considerably.  
 
    At the end of the hallway was the exit to the underside of the shield dome that contained the landing pads for the starships that traveled from one part of the Temple to another…as well as those rare few that moved between Temples. There were only three here at present, and most Dotaramin cities had none at all. They were in their own corner of the 82 mile wide landing grid, and nowhere close to the location where this hallway opened up to the exterior. 
 
    The ships here were personnel berths, with those people boarding or unloading coming from other areas on personal business, having paid their Essence passage fees earlier. Paul and Sara had snuck by that checkpoint easily, for there were merely a couple of guards backing up the teller. No security shields or other real defenses. They just wanted to make sure nobody slipped through without paying, and even the guards had not been using their Essence sense. This was a low security area because no one was really going to benefit from rushing the checkpoint, and the anti-grav restriction was, Paul had found out, to deter remote drones moving around and planting little packets on the hulls of the ships to be carried elsewhere free of charge.  
 
    Apparently there was a group of undesirables that passed messages that way, with little devices no larger than a gnat that would fly up to and hitch rides. Any anti-grav use here was intercepted immediately, and with the miles of tarmac between the thousands of landing pads, it seemed they didn’t care about crawling micro drones because it would take them forever to get where they needed to go. 
 
    Not true for Paul and Sara, because they slunk off from the passengers heading towards the main ship before them that ran a good 2 miles to the left and another half to the right, but that’s not the way the Archons went. They swung around and headed backwards, above ground, towards the restricted section that they could not access from inside the city. That was the boarding area for the inter-Temple transports, so they had to go the long way up top in easy view of anyone watching…except they were both cloaked, and neither the Dotaramin nor the other Vargemma races were permitted to own or use such technology. There were Essence techniques to do so, and those had to be guarded against, but the technology of hiding was taboo in the Vargemma…at least within the Temples anyway. 
 
    The penalties for creating it, let alone using it, were harsh, but it seemed the Vargemma didn’t mind people using Essence to do the same thing. Maybe because they wanted the innovation, and therefore the advancement of the individuals doing so, or maybe they just saw the value of Essence being so high that people wouldn’t waste it on pulling pranks and other low level activities. 
 
    But the restricted landing pads didn’t count on that, and Paul and Sara had scouted out two others in different races before finally finding the Dotaramin had this single breach in their security. They weren’t expecting anyone to travel across the tarmac out in the open without being spotted, and if there was any unauthorized anti-grav used out here it would be detected as well. The overhead shield dome prevented anything from coming in or out without the access codes, so they were in the protected environment, as far as the Dotaramin figured, and there would be no way somebody would run across miles of open territory to get to the restricted pads. 
 
    Yet that’s exactly what they did, and some 28 miles later they came up on one of the three ships parked there, slowed to a halt just beyond it, and began to look around for additional security measures, either on the pad or the ship itself. 
 
    Ok, now for the hard part, Sara noted as they stood invisible looking up at the insect-like ship before them. It was stretched out with multiple barbs and hook-like joints, but most of the interior space was full, though not all.  
 
    Patience, Padawan. Now we wait. 
 
    My body hates waiting. 
 
    No point in screwing up now because we rushed.  
 
    What’s the plan? 
 
    Plan A is to board with the cargo due in 2 hours. Plan B is to sneak in with the crew. Plan C is to cut our way in…and I really don’t like that one. 
 
    Me neither. What’s plan D? 
 
    That’s your job. I came up with the first three. 
 
    Thanks, she said, looking over the mid-sized ship with her eyes in lieu of the active sensors she couldn’t use. Rambo? 
 
    Paul frowned, though Sara couldn’t see it. That kind of defeats the point of staying hidden. 
 
    Still an option. 
 
    Are you that twitchy? 
 
    Always, she said with a sigh. I hate waiting. 
 
    Me too, Paul said, checking the clock inside his helmet. There was a countdown to the expected cargo shipment arriving in 1 hour 46 minutes and 18 seconds, but better early than late. 
 
    Watch my back? 
 
    Sure, go ahead.  
 
    Sara’s outline bent over and put her hands on the ground, then kicked her feet up and began doing handstand pushups to pass the time and feed her Saiyan genetics a bit. Nobody was going to notice the air rush out here, and as long as she didn’t stretch her Yen’mer tissue any they were going to remain completely anonymous standing out in plain sight next to one of the holiest class of ships within the Vargemma. 
 
    1 hour 46 minutes and 2 seconds until they figured out if this was going to work or not. And if it didn’t, they’d have a long walk back like the last two times. This was the farthest they’d got in any of the cities, but Paul had a gut feeling this time they’d make it. The Dotaramin were just a little more relaxed than the other races, and if their ship security matched that modus operandi then this was their chance to make the big score…or at least give them a shot at the big score. Getting onboard was one major hurdle to cross, but if they could then they’d be cornered in unknown territory where things could get all kinds of bad. 
 
    Fun stuff, Paul told himself as he glared at the countdown. His body was itching too, but this close to their objective he didn’t care. The Paladin were still fighting in Alpha as far as he knew, and unless one of the other teams had beat them to it, they were still shut off from the fleet. Maybe what they were about to try was redundant, but even if it was, it was their ticket out of this Temple without having to play tick again, and neither he nor Sara were going to do that except as a last resort. Nor were they going to be in a rush to get back to the others, not without a solution, and so long as the Caretakers were providing them food and power recharges for their armor, they would stay in Gamma Temple as long as necessary to get the job done. 
 
    But Paul had a feeling this time they would hit paydirt… 
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    When the cargo loaders finally arrived Paul and Sara had their chance. They were floating palettes using anti-grav, and hence showing up on the security sensors, but that’s not what the Archons were going after. A weight increase would cause the anti-grav output to spike, and depending on how close security was, they might notice the difference.  
 
    Those palettes were going into three different loading doors that were on the underside of the ship. No ramps or ground-side access. They were being lifted up through a halo-esk gravity lift, and that too might pick up their mass and sound an alarm, but it was the security force field they were passing through to get into those underside openings that was the real concern.  
 
    Aside from cargo there were also passengers entering via a diagonal tube that led to the restricted area of the ship that would ferry them to their destination. They were not allowed in the cargo holds or anywhere else in the ship, and the entrance to that access tube was heavily scanned on entry. It was possible they could try to get inside when it detached, but the odds of making it then were slim without using Yen’mer given the height. 
 
    But there was one more group of people boarding, and those were the crew. They came up from a different entrance entirely, some 880 meters away from the passengers. Theirs had no scanning station on or above the tarmac, just a simple elevator-like lift that dropped down along one of the massive landing legs of the ship as a group of 23 of the knee-crawlers approached. 
 
    Sara took point and walked up right beside them, with Paul lagging and circling around to the other side so they flanked them within a couple of meters as they accessed all their minds, getting information about the boarding methods and a host of other things they had not had access to before, for the crews were so revered they didn’t travel out in public like commoners. They lived very reclusive and exclusive lives behind layers of security, due in part to keep the possibility of them being bribed to carry unsanctioned items or information with them…though right now two of them were doing that very thing, and nervous enough about it that they showed up easily on the Archons’ mental scans. 
 
    The Dotaramin had no telepaths in their race at all, nor did they have any publically used mental interfaces that could do the same thing, meaning these rule breakers had nothing to fear from eavesdropping…and that was another reason for the not so psionically gifted races keeping separate from the other Vargemma. They couldn’t keep secrets around them, and in order to maintain the balance of power they had to keep to themselves or they’d be owned by those that could manipulate and even take control of their minds. 
 
    And that’s exactly what Paul and Sara did as the crew came up to the elevator, for they each had to scan in on their own, though the elevator itself could easily have carried 6 at a time. They let the first one go, seeing the procedure through their eyes and those of the Dotaramin they were mind hacking, then Sara picked her own buddy and walked up beside him as he input his access code. When he did the shield covering the recently returned elevator doors lowered and he pressed the decorative emblem in the center, causing them to part.  
 
    Then Sara made him pause a split second as she touched her hand to his right arm, making the invisible physical contact without him raising an alarm. He didn’t even register the feel of it, and when he walked forward the scanning device saw no break from his body to hers that would signify a second boarder. The program looked for gaps on entry, but because her hand was connecting her to him it assumed they were the same person…or perhaps that she was clothing or gear that had already been scanned inside the terminal. Either way, there was no air gap between them, and even as the sensor could see her through her cloak it didn’t register a problem and allowed her and her passenger into the elevator before popping up the security shield behind them before the doors soundlessly closed. 
 
    The ride up was just as smooth and pristine, as if the entire ship had been painstakingly crafted for elegance. Sara kept her grip on his arm just in case the sensors continued during the ride up, though the Dotaramin’s mind said otherwise. According to him that was the end of the security and he relaxed, glad to be rid of the public and eager to see Temple 127 again. He had one of his many high level mistresses there, who were more than eager to accommodate him in exchange for the right to reproduce with such a revered genome.  
 
    Mating with someone from another Temple was virtually unheard of, and in the reproduction hierarchy was a mix of light treason and the holy grail of all matings at the same time. The Vargemma believed each Temple was to stand alone, in success or failure, as they worked toward bringing back the Founders…but since the stats required to do so, as ambiguous as they were, only applied to a single Temple and not all of them collectively, it had become more of a competition than a team effort, so the genomes from one did not always match those from others as certain adjustments were made in the hopes of goosing a little more Essence aptitude out of genetic alterations in addition to the endless training.  
 
    So mixing strands of Dotaramin was only allowed when deemed prudent by the leaders of their race, and sneaking off to do so without permission was a game many of the pilots played. Those that got caught would lose their position permanently, but the risk was worth it as they could basically mate with anyone they wanted at any time, including those whose reproductive systems had not been activated. That sort of fruitless mating was considered dishonorable, but apparently there were many an urban legend of it happening, leaving the one who did so essentially a god to the local denizens. 
 
    And Sara’s companion intended to get the god treatment as often as he could manage it, though never if he thought he’d actually get caught. He valued his position more, but then why was he risking it? This guy would never make it in Star Force, and not just because they had mental scans. They had challenges designed to weed this type of booty hunter out and only allow the truly motivated to pass, though to be honest, most of this grand position of his was merely steering a starship from point to point and didn’t require any skill above a sub-par pilot. There were no navigational hazards inside the Temple, for the Caretakers removed any rogue debris floating to keep the interior pristine. They didn’t even have interstellar jumps to make, so any rookie pilots could have handled this task. 
 
    But to the Dotaramin it was one of the highest honors imaginable, even higher than most local city leaders. They all revered the Temples, and those who set foot on more than one were immediately heros, whether they deserved it or not. And a great deal of the security around this ship was to prevent stowaways seeking out that honorary status, for even if they got caught after the fact they would become legend among the middle and lower levels of Dotaramin society. 
 
    But Dotaramin didn’t have cloaking devices, so there was no heavy security designed specifically for that task. The shield barriers accidentally accomplished that task well if you were in a hurry, and making the elevator certainly qualified as a hurry, but if they had had their time to take, Sara and Paul could have slowly pushed through them without detection. The trouble was they didn’t have their time to take, for these cargo and personnel loadings were done all at once to diminish the chance of hitchhikers…living or technological…from making it onboard. 
 
    When the elevator opened up inside the ship there was no reception committee, and Sara’s buddy simply walked off heading for the cockpit. She waited as four more came onboard, then found Paul’s outline coming out with another crewmember. 
 
    Follow this one, he told her telepathically. 
 
    What’s special about him, she asked, doing a deeper dive into his mind. 
 
    He’s the only one in the crew that can dial the portal. 
 
    Really?  
 
    Yeah, the automated system requires a special input beyond Essence. Part of it is Vargemma security code, the rest is technique.  
 
    Have you learned it yet? 
 
    A bit. We’ve been practicing, Paul said, referencing the mental simulations he had the guy running while they waited in line. To his point of view he was really opening the portal and trying to use his Essence, but Paul had blocked the control pathways to his body…the blanked his mind after he finished before having him do it again and again without realizing it. It’s not as easy as we’d hoped. 
 
    We’ve got time, Sara said as they walked through corkscrewing hallways that led up and forward. It was an odd layout for a ship, and very anti-angular, but apparently the design had more of a religious aspect to it than being based on functionality. All paths led upwards, as was what the Vargemma believed in various forms across the races, though what would ultimately lead to the Founders return was not spelled out by the Responders, so each race…and each faction inside those races…had their own take. Many made claims they could not back up, but then again religion was based on belief and not knowledge, for if you knew something then there was no belief necessary.  
 
    When they got to the bridge the crew didn’t dither, immediately going to their stations and beginning the activation sequence for the ship. They were not supposed to stay on the tarmac any longer than necessary after boarding, again as part of their security protocols. The ship could stay parked as long as needed before being loaded up, but once it was full the Dotaramin viewed that as an opportunity for mischief and wanted near immediate departure. 
 
    The 1.4 mile long ship drifted up a few meters, then drew in its landing legs before climbing higher. It rose up through the dome shield over the spaceport and raced skyward like it was in a hurry, punching out of the atmosphere then tilting over to skim just above it and still within the artificial gravity of the outer shell as they headed for the nearest primary portal set into the landscape and surrounded by a defensive ring that no one dared to mess with from the ground.  
 
    It was harmless to anyone wandering to the sheer cliff, but attempt to cut into it or block the area above it and you’d get an immediate Caretaker response in one of two ways. If they were nice they’d send units out to scare or move you away. If you tripped an extra mean protocol, weaponry in the defense ring would shoot you out of the way and the Caretakers could come in to scoop up and remove the debris afterwards. 
 
    So any ships wanting to pass had to arrive outside the ring, stop, and then produce both the Essence and the dialing procedure. Paul had a couple hours to practice with his unwitting partner before they arrived and set into a proper parking place some 18 miles away from the 127 mile wide inner ring that had another 0.73 mile wide barrier around it that looked like a sheer white crystal cliff extending some 3.4 miles upward. 
 
    Paul’s partner was the only person onboard the ship skilled enough to operate the interface, which connected him to the portal via a relay, both in Essence and mind, and the Archon knew from practicing that once the connection was made the portal would touch their minds to confirm at least one person had been through it before. That was a security protocol of the Founders that no one truly understood, at least not this ‘Keyholder,’ but what they did know was that everyone onboard, including the passengers, would become potential Keyholders after transiting through the portal to whichever Temple they went.  
 
    If someone knew the technique but had never traveled to another Temple, the ring would reject them, so part of the reason for having a bridge crew full of redundant pilots was to give them the necessary ‘pass cards’ for future travel. When the portal accessed Paul’s mind he let it in, seeing it go to his memories of other Temples and look for something particular. The contact lasted so briefly he couldn’t identify exactly what it was looking for, but the fact that it had accessed his mind despite him being fully cloaked indicated that the portal was operating off of some form of psionics or Essence detection rather than sensors, otherwise it wouldn’t have known he was there in order to try and access his mind. 
 
    But as soon as it did all hell broke loose on the bridge, for the Keyholder began yelling frantically and got the rest of the crew doing the same. One of them went for the comm to inform the leadership of their race, but everyone on the deck suddenly froze in place as Sara exerted her Ikrid over all of them simultaneously. 
 
    I’ve got them, she said with a grimace. Do it. 
 
    Paul knew what she meant, for he had figured it out at lightning speed too. What had got the Keyholder going so crazy was the interface map that listed all of the Temples within the galaxy that they could travel to. It overlapped with a map of all Temples, with a swath of them being off limits because no one on the ship had ever traveled to them. They were Temples that the Dotaramin did not have any colonies in and they could not access unless another race brought one of their people there as a passenger…which they wouldn’t unless an agreement by all of the Vargemma insisted that they had to, for they didn’t want to share Temples more than they already did. 
 
    They knew they hadn’t all started off in one Temple, but in different ones. How they had mixed and formed the Vargemma had been lost to history, and these high level pilots didn’t know much more than the general population did, but the map of Temples had been constant the entire time…but now a new one had popped up on the portal map that did not exist on the Vargemma one, and that’s what had sent the crew into an excited and confused hysteria, for it wasn’t just a new Temple, but an accessible one, and both things should have been impossible, for all Temples had been inhabited since the beginning of Vargemma memory. 
 
    Paul and Sara knew it had to be because they were here…and that now accessible Temple had to be Beta, for it was the only other one they had personal memory of. Could the portal read their memories so close to identify each Temple, which were nearly identical to one another, as different locations? Or was there something hidden in their memories from their time at that Temple that the portals used as a pass card? 
 
    Paul couldn’t find it in his own memories without a long and deep dive, which was time they didn’t have. Whatever the case the pathway to Beta was open and these Dotaramin were about to report it back to their bosses, which was why Sara had stopped them. Now they were all frozen on the bridge, visible to any camera surveillance there even as their captors remained invisible. It wouldn’t take long before the delay to leave through the portal was noticed, and they couldn’t just hitchhike anymore as they’d planned.  
 
    Paul used his Essence and touched the interface, drawing on his partner’s memories as he tried to duplicate the technique necessary to dial the giant supergate… 
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    Damn, this isn’t working, he said after a few minutes of trial and error. It’s like trying to pick up a needle wearing mittens. 
 
    Then have Bob do it, Sara said, starting to have a little trouble holding all the minds on the bridge frozen while monitoring the far larger number throughout the rest of the ship. 
 
    Alright, Bob, Paul said to the captive Keyholder who he took control over from Sara. Just like we practiced, only this time for real. 
 
    An Essence rush from the Dotaramin manifested and reached out to an input pedestal made of crystal material similar, if not identical, to the type the Temple used to create Responders and other important interface terminals. That Essence tendril was the connection to the ship, and then the ship replicated it only many times larger using the Essence well inside it and the delicate technology that allowed the range boost necessary to reach across the miles of distance to one of the many input terminals on the portal.  
 
    When the connection was made, a series of manipulations had to occur in a sort of combination lock that required various different skillsets. The pattern was one that had been discovered by the placement of several of the more notable Caretaker facilities in the Temple. When viewed from above they created the pattern, essentially hiding the combination in plain sight for anyone with a starship, but each portal had its own combination, so someone standing on the far side of the Temple couldn’t look across and learn it without actually getting into space. 
 
    Star Force hadn’t even figured out those clues yet, but then again they were far from even making contact with the portals, for the basic technique required was a certain ‘frequency’ of Essence contact that the portal would recognize. Anything else it would simply shrug off as if there was no receptacle there at all. 
 
    When Bob had successfully entered the activation code, the portal sized up the ship being requested for transit and issued an amount of Essence that would be required. Paul used Bob to order the Vargemma ship to dump enough Essence into the portal to satisfy the request, and once completed it opened up with a shimmer crossing the interior of the circle and obscuring the smooth stone depression beneath it. 
 
    A destination prompt came up, with Paul choosing the new Temple ID that had caused the bridge crew to go berserk. When he did the ship began to move without engines as the portal locked onto it with some form of a tractor beam and began to pull it around and into prime alignment.  
 
    I think that did the trick, Paul said telepathically, for both were still invisible in case their presence might send an alarm off ship and ruin their moment of anonymity. The portal is moving us in. 
 
    Where are we going? 
 
    Beta, I hope. We’ve got enough Essence onboard for several trips if I’m wrong. 
 
    Why not Alpha? 
 
    I’m not sure which is Alpha, but even if Bob knows it doesn’t matter. We’re bringing a fleet with us, and to do that we have to get to Beta. 
 
    You have a plan? 
 
    If this works, yes, he said as they were pulled into the center of the portal but still clear of the shimmering pool. They were steadied in place, then the front of the ship dipped down and touched the energy barrier, sinking in as the start of an Essence bubble began to form around them. Once they got considerably far in, though not entirely half way, the bubble snap formed around the rest of the ship and they disappeared from view. 
 
    The inner workings of the Temple were now visible in Essence form, with numerous flowers around the perimeter and some on the interior. They were stuck on one of them, then several moments later they were thrown at amazing speed off it and into the vastness beyond as the massive Temple behind them shrank very quickly. 
 
    Paul sighed, releasing his cloaking device and appearing on the bridge as he rendered Bob unconscious with a thought. Sara did likewise, with everyone else dropping to the floor as she appeared and peeled back her helmet, smelling the odd scent of the Dotaramin that reminded her of cinnamon.  
 
    “Well that worked beautifully. What’s the catch?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t know yet, but at least we’ve got our own ride now. Anyone alerted?” 
 
    “Not that I can tell. We might be able to let them ride as they are. How long do you think this jump will take?” 
 
    “If it’s like the Bridge, not long. If it’s less efficient, then we could be looking at days. We can take turns running laps until then.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m glad we’re not stuck outside this time. What are we going to do with them?” she said, indicating the sleeping ones draped all over the bridge. 
 
    “Keep them napping for a few hours. If this takes longer than that we’ll improvise some holding cells. Or maybe this ship has some already.” 
 
    “I doubt it, with how revered this place is. They wouldn’t think of someone breaking a rule here.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Paul said, stretching his arms behind his back. “I’m going to do some system hacking from here, and I’ve got plenty of helpers if I run into trouble. Feel free to explore.” 
 
    “Alright, but remember that these guys can kill you with one Essence shot if you’re not paying attention. Don’t get screen lock.” 
 
    “Please,” Paul scoffed. He could fly millions of ships simultaneously and still have enough mental focus left over to watch 100 different movies simultaneously. He wasn’t going to get distracted picking through code. 
 
    “It happened to Roger,” Sara said innocently. 
 
    “I’m not Roger.” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a wink. “Just don’t want to lose you to one of these losers if they wake up early. So watch your back.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Paul said as she left the bridge and he touched a hand to one of the interface ports in the main console. His armor melted into it and made the necessary connections. After that he was in virtual mode hacking along with his armor’s automated systems while he kept plenty of focus on the silent bridge and those sleeping there, along with monitoring the doors and all the visible consoles just in case an alert went up. He released a fly-sized bit of armor from his shoulder that flew up to the ceiling, with the microdrone feeding him images of the consoles he couldn’t see from his standing position. Nothing here was going to catch him off-guard. The only question mark was their destination. He was fairly confident of his deduction, but there was no way to know for sure until they arrived and saw for themselves. 
 
      
 
    When Count Gorva saw one of Beta Temple’s portals activate he assumed it was another Caretaker ship coming in. A lot had been arriving and leaving since Star Force had inhabited the Temple, bringing in resources to get the giant complex up and running at full power. They were nowhere close to that yet, but the primary region where they’d set up camp was now fully defrosted along with two more, though most of the Temple was still a giant inverted ice cream cone.  
 
    But the ship that came through was not Caretaker, it was Vargemma, and that immediately put every Star Force outpost and set of armor on alert as the battlemap spread the alarm within a fraction of a second to those closest, and with a reasonably short lag to those further away. It took almost a minute before the Vargemma ship made contact with them on a Star Force frequency, with the call being routed to Gorva rather than the trailblazers in the Temple, for none of them appeared to be available at the moment…which was typical. They were probably training, eating, or fiddling with Caretaker technology. If something was important enough they didn’t mind being interrupted, but the Count was more than capable of taking a comm from the enemy, so he decided to let them get involved when they liked and deal with this himself. 
 
    “Hi there,” Sara said with a smile as her image appeared from the Vargemma bridge, with Paul in the background waving. “Mind if we park this thing here?” 
 
    Gorva let loose a deep belly laugh, one full of relief and admiration. “I had begun to worry about you two. Everyone else came back.” 
 
    “We found a Gamma Temple and took some vacation. Paul figured out how to use the portals, but our skills aren’t good enough yet to operate the equipment. Going to need some long practice sessions, but our friends here did the dialing for us.” 
 
    “They’re assisting you?” Gorva asked incredulously.  
 
    “They have no resistance to Ikrid, so we’re puppeteering. Do you mind calling off the swat teams? We need this ship intact and I don’t feel like getting blown up.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we seeing your battlemap ID sigs?” 
 
    “The hull of this ship blocks them. We’re hacking through the Vargemma comm systems, and Paul didn’t want to ruin the surprise either.” 
 
    “Can you access the battlemap?” 
 
    “We didn’t bother to hack that much,” Sara said, frowning. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “A lot. We’re at lethal war with the Vargemma and the Caretakers. Every Star Force unit in Alpha Temple has been tagged for eradication whether or not they’re involved in the fighting. Apparently word hasn’t reached here yet, but if it does we’re going to have to fight a massive amount of Caretaker troops, ships, and fixed emplacements. We’ve got ambush sites set up already, so when it does happen we can neutralize a lot of it, but there’s no way to keep them from making more units. Alpha is a mess and we’re preparing for it here. Did you have any problem in Gamma Temple?” 
 
    Sara shook her head. “We’ve been getting food and supplies from the Caretakers the entire time. Last was six days ago. They didn’t regard us as hostile at all.” 
 
    “Then maybe it is local to Alpha Temple. I certainly hope so.” 
 
    “How long ago did this start?” 
 
    “Six months, give or take.” 
 
    “Their comm system is faster than that,” Paul said from the background. “There’s no way they wouldn’t know. The eradication order has to be local.” 
 
    “Please let that be the case. Can you get reinforcements to Alpha, or only travel in the Vargemma ship?” 
 
    “We can use this one to let a convoy through if we have enough Essence onboard. We don’t, so we’ll have to use some of our Magicite. Please tell me you’ve got a spacial tap line set up?” Paul all but begged. 
 
    “We finally have a fleet outside, but we haven’t breached the Temple exterior yet. They only arrived two weeks ago with a handful of ships to set up the beginning of a Grav Jump terminal. There’s too little native gravity to bring in much of anything without it.” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Paul said, shrugging. 
 
    “Do you have enough Paladin ships to make a difference?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Enough to help, not enough to wage a war. We hadn’t been expecting one, but we can certainly start spamming if you have a way to get them there.” 
 
    “We need special facilities built for our prisoners. We can’t let them kill themselves or we lose their keycards. The Temple network only allows passage through the portals to a Temple that you’ve already been to. That’s why the Vargemma have never been here, and why they freaked out when a new one show up on the portal option list because we were onboard. That’s how we were able to get here.” 
 
    “So they know Beta exists?” 
 
    Sara shook her head. “No, we stopped them from transmitting it out. The bridge crew knows, and the rest of the passengers don’t even realize we’ve taken control of the ship…until they look out the virtual windows and see all this ice. We need babysitters, now,” she emphasized. 
 
    “On it,” the Calavari said with a glance at one of his staff, who immediately got to work on the problem.  
 
    “Are we winning in Alpha?” 
 
    “More or less. Steve and Cora were able to use a Caretaker facility to let ships enter from the outside, but it didn’t last. The Caretakers retook the facility rather than block access, but their defenses are too strong to get through, so the fleet that entered is all they got. Three Avengers and Thrawn got through, some of the Knights of Quenar and others. Enough to win the short fight, but the Caretakers keep making more and we have no way to resupply the Avengers with Essence short of carrying it there in backpacks the way you went out.” 
 
    “Has someone done that?” Sara said with a cringe. 
 
    “No, because we can’t condense it down enough to be worth more than a few shots, but 9 more of your kind left to follow the route that Steve and Cora took so they could get there and assist. The rest are here or out in the hidden network doing stuff. The Caretakers have a lot more missions than overseeing the Temples, some of which are decidedly darkside.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Jason went out hunting the hunters. You can catch up on the full details, but the Caretakers are hunting mini-Hadarak, or at least other spacefaring beasts, and harvesting them at special facilities. They’re not using Reapers, but we’ve found a lot of hidden shipyards with them and some other nasty surprises.” 
 
    “Find any people?” Sara asked. 
 
    “No,” the Count said, his eye ridges furrowing. “Did you?” 
 
    “Yeah, a lot of them in popsicle mode getting stashed into a black hole base, we assume. We didn’t want to hitch a ride down there, but the Caretakers are using their network to move races we’ve never seen before from somewhere. Not our major concern at the moment, but it needs looked into.” 
 
    “Indeed, as are several other things your kind found, but the portals take priority. How long do you think it will take to learn this ability?” 
 
    “Weeks, maybe months,” Paul answered. “I know what to do now, I just don’t have the dexterity yet. My Essence touch is too clumsy. And we can only go to Gamma Temple. We need the crew to act as passcodes to get to the others that they’ve been to, and the bridge crew have been to most of them. They travel around to get the experience, because if everyone who has been elsewhere dies they lose the ability to travel between Temples.” 
 
    “How did the first ones obtain it then?” 
 
    “They don’t know. It seems to be lost to time. We also learned that a lot of information is withheld from the Vargemma populations. Only the extreme higher ups seem to know what’s going on, and as highly placed as the bridge crew is on this very exclusive vessel, they’re only allowed to know so much.” 
 
    “What makes the vessel special?” 
 
    “It’s designed for travel back and forth between Temples. I’m assuming an attack fleet will travel with it to Alpha, using it as the pass card. These type of vessels are regarded as amongst the holiest ships the Vargemma have, and the religion aspect is a lot worse than we thought from Alpha. Some of these races are so decrepit they don’t understand what the Temple is, and I think their leaders want to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Essence farming?” 
 
    “That and a lot more,” Sara added. “We don’t know enough, but there’s some major games being played within the Vargemma, with the promise of bringing the Founders back one day as the central theme, true or otherwise. How have the Caretakers reacted to them in Alpha?” 
 
    “Killed many, then let the others off the hook after they backed off. They forced a lethal confrontation to deny us the control room, which we couldn’t allow. They let their offenders be killed, and we obviously did not. Hence we’re deemed more the threat than the Vargemma.” 
 
    “Stupid machines,” Paul mumbled.  
 
    “Can we hold out there indefinitely or are we on the clock?” 
 
    “Thrawn can hold out indefinitely, but we do not control the Temple anymore. They’ve had to go underground for the most part, though we still have partial naval superiority, but not much Essence to wage a big fight with if they challenge us. They need reinforcements, if only Essence Tankers.” 
 
    “Get that spacial tap and I’ll do far more than that,” Paul said with a touch of eagerness. 
 
    “We need the full fleet, Count. I’m assuming you haven’t found a way to let the exterior ships in without blowing a hole in the outer shell?” Sara asked. 
 
     “No. All Essence engine-equipped ships are at Alpha. There was no need to try to bring them here. And we’re so far away from Star Force territory that we’re having to set up a logistics chain with defense outposts. Some of the locals have tried poaching our ships as they passed through.” 
 
    “Who?” Sara demanded. 
 
    “Two we’ve never seen, along with a very ragged Sarquori raider fleet,” Dorva said, referencing one of the original Rim Consortium members that later required conquering by Star Force in a rather one-sided war, but they’d never surrendered and some remnants had escaped into the galaxy. Their technology was decent, and over the past millennia they’d tried taking down Star Force ships whenever they could, and succeeded a few times when they caught one alone with overwhelming numbers. Always cargo ships or transports, never a warship. 
 
    “Those bastards,” Sara sneered.  
 
    “The new route is being secured, but that is also delaying the shipments necessary to build the grav jump link. The ships that have already arrived have done so the long, slow way. We can send more like that if needed?” 
 
    “No,” Paul said. “We need far more than can come that way. I’m not just going to Alpha. I’m going to every Temple in their network and taking away their ability to strike at our worlds.” 
 
    “Wait,” Gorva said, catching onto something he’d missed. “You know where they all are or are you trusting the Temples to take you there?” 
 
    “We now have a full map of all Temples and their locations within the galaxy,” Paul said confidently. “This ship has navigation data that is denied to the rest of their fleets. We know where they are, how many there are, and roughly how many Vargemma are in each Temple.” 
 
    “And how many are there?” 
 
    “A lot more than any of us estimated,” Sara answered. “2934. But they’re trapped inside the Temples with only the Keyholders able to move between them. They can jump in and out to the surrounding systems, but they can’t reinforce each other through the Temple network without this type of ship letting them through. If we take out these, then we can assault each Temple in sequence without having to fight the entire Vargemma fleet coming through in wave after wave of reinforcements.” 
 
    “Very few Vargemma are allowed to travel between Temples,” Paul explained. “So we’ve found their Achilles heel. Kill or capture the Keyholders, and we force them to move between Temples on normal spacelanes where we have the advantage. If they refuse to come out, we go in and wear them down with our unending reinforcements. But we have to have access for the full fleet to come through Beta. Light a fire under their butts and rush that tap. As soon as it gets fully operational, the Vargemma are going to lose possession of the Temple network and we’re going to stop their attacks on our worlds…” 
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    Jason-025 laid on his chest in the vacuum of space with his left hand exposed to the surface of one of the ‘space whales’ he had rescued. It wasn’t unharmed, and there were the dead hulks of several others nearby, but this one was still clinging to life and he was doing what he could to save it. He needed skin to skin contact, for his Regenerator wasn’t suited for something a half mile long, and only his Haemra and Dar’dax were allowing him to help patch the scared and angry monster back together. 
 
    The Caretakers hadn’t even bothered to kill the space whales before they started cutting them up, and every single drone he’d come across he’d happily blasted into oblivion. The Founders who set up this place, while extremely advanced, were sick as hell. He’d hoped they’d risen above such evil as they’d advanced, but apparently not. The trailblazer didn’t understand how people could make improvements in one area and go the exact opposite direction in others. Stupid Humans on old Earth boiling lobsters alive was bad enough, but they were pretty much clueless, amoral oafs. Someone who had the knowledge to build the Temples should be able to see that this was wrong. 
 
    But even as he worked on the space whale he knew his logic was flawed. The universe was heavily tilted towards the darkside, and he’d seen time and again that those who did not resist it became consumed by it. In some ways he figured that was a defense mechanism, for someone who experienced something horrific that they could not understand nor control would try to avoid it happening to them by doing it to someone else first. Or some believed that by participating in it they could control it themselves. Either way, the darkside corrupted people in continuously hideous ways, and those that did not die from it seemed to get worse over time rather than better. 
 
    As bad as the V’kit’no’sat were, they at least clung to some sense of honor. But maybe looking at the universal carnage of both the Hadarak and the apocalypse monsters the Founders had decided lives were a commodity to be used rather than people to be protected. The Caretakers weren’t torturing the space whales for sport, but the callous way they didn’t even bother killing them before slicing them up was just abhorrent. It was also a form of blindness, and Jason couldn’t figure out if they were just numb to what was going on or doing it intentionally.  
 
    But one thing was for sure now. The Founders were an enemy as much as the Hadarak, and Star Force had a lot of catching up to do before they would be able to dominate either one of them. But for now, at least, his only opponent were the Caretaker drones, and against them he was clearly superior…as attested to by the piles of debris floating around the harvesting facility that had once been their guards and harvesters.  
 
    The space whale he was working on now didn’t have a name, nor did it have a recognizable language. That wasn’t unusual for races without vocal chords, and especially for those that lived in the void…or semi-void…of space. These guys did communicate, but it was more hand signals, though Jason knew well how useful those could be if you did them right. In this case it was bioluminescence since they didn’t have hands, and though they could bend a little, they were mostly just floating rocks and looked the same.  
 
    Jason had trouble boring a hole through their corovon heavy shell, but since they absorbed material through it there were tiny pores everywhere. Currently they were all closed tight in defense mode, but he’d been able to work his way in to the interior and start repairing what was in the nearby 20 meters or so with his Haemra, and he’d chosen one of the gashes where a chunk had literally been sliced then scooped out of this one’s back. It had already started to seal over with some form of black goo, and he didn’t want to interfere with that, so he took up position nearby over the intact hull and got to work. 
 
    His Haemra could reach a long ways if he established tendrils using the space whale’s own biomatter to create them, but normally the psionic worked as much with the target’s nervous system as possible and using it to trigger healing abilities the individual already had. That wasn’t going to be good enough here, so Jason was forced to manually trigger regeneration of one area after another, but the space whale was going to take days to recover at that rate, and he didn't know if it would last that long. 
 
    Fortunately he also had a tier 4 psionic called Dar’dax that was a huge upgrade to Haemra, though technically different tissue. What it did was allow him to create small biological drones that he could send off with orders to fix this or that. They would operate remotely without his direct input and expire after a given amount of time, which he could select, and Jason had thousands of them out into the space whale’s body right now. He was having to cannibalize some of its tissue to create them, but it had plenty to spare despite what it had lost. 
 
    Jason couldn’t fill in the 6 ‘scoop’ marks and the 18 cuts the harvesters had made to it before he and his team had destroyed them. He just didn’t have the mass for that, and from the memories he was browsing as he worked he knew these guys grew very slowly, feeding mostly off of stellar wind and accumulating mass from it when they didn’t have access to nebula or the occasional asteroid. They never went to the surface of a planet, though he sensed their biological gravity drives were strong enough to. In fact they avoided heavy gravity wells entirely, grazing in the same star systems most of their lives with only a rare and dangerous trip between systems when their feeding grounds grew bleak.  
 
    Some would risk traveling elsewhere, hoping for more without actually knowing. Others would wait until the next stellar nova blew out a shell of material from the local star. Most stars did regularly nova, expelling their outermost layer in a massive explosion on a regular basis. Even Sol had done so a number of times, but fortunately Star Force had developed planetary shields by then capable of withstanding the expanding dust/rock shell that shotgunned everything in the system. 
 
    That very nova effect was how planets formed in the first place, at least the regular way when the Lifesprings were not involved. The star would nova, sending gas, rock, metal, and everything else out in a wave that would gradually slow as gravity pulled back on it. Because stars spun, when they threw the material out it would also be moving sideways. The pieces that were lucky enough to make it into an orbit would take years to be sucked back in, or some would spiral out and eventually leave the system. The rest of the junk that went more or less straight out would come straight back and get gobbled up by the star again, then possibly thrown out a second time when the next nova occurred. 
 
    But when a star novaed the larger molten chunks would solidify into round orbs, then those orbs would pull in other bits of nova trash with their own gravity and grow in size. The ones that survived and found more or less stable orbits became planets and picked up more matter with each additional nova, all the while being pushed outward a bit with each wave. That meant the planets closest to the star were probably the youngest and the others farther away were the oldest. 
 
    The stuff that did not form planets or get sucked back in created halos around the star, otherwise known as asteroid belts. Some rotated around the star, others were so far out by the time they’d finally had their momentum stopped by gravity that they’d gently drift back in until they got picked up by a passing planet, slamming into them and adding mass or getting lucky and becoming a moon.  
 
    So if the space whales waited long enough another wave of food would eventually come their way, but stars didn’t nova on a specific schedule and each was different. If waiting for one took too long a herd would move on and take their chances elsewhere, but that was a last resort for all but the bravest of them, for some would move out to establish their own herds in other systems, all the while staying away from the planets and the people who lived on them and typically residing in the nebula or outer asteroid belts far, far from the star that had spewed them. 
 
    They were shy to a fault, and Jason absolutely hated what had been done to them. They didn’t harm anyone and the Founders had targeted them probably because of their size. All this mass and resources for just one life. That was cold math that seemed to fit them, and he had a feeling they were hunting them across the galaxy and not just in this one region. 
 
    His team had backtracked some of the hunter teams, finding tiny gravity wells that they used as transport. The math on them didn’t add up, so Jason was assuming they were using augmented drives based off the technique the Uriti had revealed to Star Force that would allow a lot more power out of weak gravity, though he couldn’t confirm it here. He didn’t have a ship, just a heavily outfitted infantry team. There was no point nearby in the Caretaker network to get a ship to, though some of the trailblazers had gone back to access the few of those points that had been found, but Jason didn’t have that luxury with this barbaric facility. 
 
    And the worst part was, the Caretakers were sending units to repair it. So if he left they’d just rebuild what had been lost or, probably, create another one elsewhere to keep on hunting the space whales. He wasn’t going to let that happen, and unless the others needed his direct involvement, this was his new war to wage and he was just getting started, but in order to get a fleet into this secondary grav jump network he had to figure out where the space whales were hiding. He knew if he did that he could work it from the other direction even if Tennisonne hadn’t worked up a new engine design yet.  
 
    Where this space whale had been was what he was looking for as he tried to calm it down and reassure it was not in danger anymore. Jason was making sure it couldn’t move, not by the restraints the Caretakers had on it, but his own Ikrid lock on its body. And even if it tried there wasn’t much gravity to use here, so they were basically helpless once they arrived. There only a mere spec of gravity pull in one direction that Jason could find, and even the Caretakers couldn’t use that to work with around the facility. They had to use mooring beams for everything. 
 
    There were six more space whale survivors and the carcasses of 83, all in varying stages of dissection. If Jason was going to get this guy home, the sooner the better, for the sight of the others were not something even he was comfortable with, and he’d seen so much carnage in his life he was partially prepared for it. This guy had never seen another space whale die, for they appeared to be naturally self-sufficient, and that probably made them even better feed stock for the Founders.  
 
    Jason let go his physical connection to the space whale, pulling his armor in over his exposed palm before decompression had a chance to ravage it, then he hand walked along it over to another gash and reattached, working his Haemra there as his Dar’dax minions swam around inside the massive body looking for preprogrammed targets to sink into and start repairing almost as fast as Jason’s active Haemra could. 
 
    “Hey boss, we’ve got incoming. Looks like another hunter.” 
 
    Jason’s teeth clenched, but he didn’t abandon his healing effort just yet. “How many?” 
 
    “Looks like they got a pair of them. They’re not turning back at the sight of the facility.” 
 
    “Take one of the puddle jumpers and go out there. I want that ship this time.” 
 
    “We know what to do now. You staying here?” 
 
    “This guy isn’t out of the woods yet. If I leave he might not make it. Do you need me?” 
 
    “Nope. We’ve got this. Keep at it,” Kira-1301 said confidently as she and four other Archons began jumping off wherever they were on the large station and using either psionic or energy tethers to pivot them around and redirect their movements at quite fast speeds in the zero g environment.  
 
    The five of them was all that would be needed, though there were 42 of them here in total with another 9 off hunting the hunters in captured ships, though none of the actual harvester vessels. They had some puddle jumpers and other small craft they’d captured and reprogrammed, and one of those is what Kira’s team was heading to now.  
 
    She leapt/pulled her way across the exterior until she got to the captured ship that had a door-sized hole in it, then she pulled herself inside and waited for two more Archons to arrive. When all 5 were in one of the others took the helm and flew them out towards the approaching harvester, but without leaving the mooring range of the station. If you lost your grip out here, ship or otherwise, you’d float away with any decent momentum push, and the tiny anti-grav engines in the puddle jumper wouldn’t be able to reel you back in before your power supply ran out. 
 
    So it was dangerous out here even without the Caretakers shooting at you, and this extremely remote location far from any star was what made it so useful. Nobody could get here, and without the mooring system you couldn’t navigate even if you did unless you had the technology to latch onto the station itself and pull yourself along.  
 
    The puddle jumper met the harvester as it was about to dock, with the Archons leaving the tiny ship and getting on the front of the exterior hull with the two captive space whales tethered in the rear in slots capable of holding 16 of them at a time. Before they even got a few steps along the hull several guard drones popped out and trolled along using their own mooring beams, then opened fire at extreme range.  
 
    Kira and the others dispersed, going after different Caretakers each. She ran with her feet sticking to the hull and not bothering to worry about mooring beams. Her stride was perfectly timed and she deflected several shots off her armor’s shields before she returned fire. The tradeoff ended in her favor, for the drones were not well matched for Star Force technology when they had most of their small internal volume reserved for maneuvering capability and towing, for it was them that moved the giant space whales from harvester to dissection stations. 
 
    But not today, for as soon as her shots got through the drone’s shields two more wrist-launched blasts killed the thing and it started to float off gently from the hull. As Kira ran by it she pulled it towards her with her Lachka, then sliced it in a ‘V’ with her two death saber blades to make sure it was good and dead, then she headed left for her other target. It was already firing at her and succeeded in knocking her shields below 40% before she got within Lachka range.  
 
    Kira didn’t bother shooting it, but rather using a move she liked to call ‘Demi’ based off an old video game she’d played shortly after being born. She used the Lachka energy fields to squeeze the boxy drone from the outside in, crushing it into a paper wad and staying with it long enough to compact it down into a good and dead lump, more out of anger than efficiency. 
 
    The rest of her team dispatched the few guards that had come out of the harvester, for they didn’t carry too many. The facility would have sent out thousands of them to move the space whales, except it didn’t have any more. Kira and the others had made sure of that shortly after they’d arrived, and the ‘make me a drone’ workshops inside had suffered some mechanical failure as well, so they weren’t getting reinforcements unless they shipped them in. 
 
    When the last of the drones failed to stop the invaders and it was clear no more were coming, the harvester immediately turned around and tried to flee, accelerating back towards the distant gravity well but unable to shake the Archons. Kira made her way to a particular section of the hull and sunk her death saber blades in deep, then began cutting out a section of it along with one other Archon as the five grouped up again, all the while with the station slowly shrinking in the background. 
 
    When they got through the hull Kira dove inside, cutting away what equipment she needed to get to a major node junction. There she sank her hacking tentacles into the Founder technology and quickly killed the engines. It took a bit longer to assert enough control to reactive them and fly them back into docking position with the facility, but unlike the last harvester to show up this one didn’t get away, and with a few modifications they were going to have their own personal ride out into the ‘dark’ network as some of the Archons were starting to refer to it, not that there was any light out here now other than the pinpricks of stars in the background. 
 
    “Got it,” she reported to her Clan leader over the comm. “We can start redecorating now.” 
 
    “Make contact with the whales and let them know we saved them. They’ve got to be freaking out at the sight of all the dead.” 
 
    “Will do. You want the others loaded up in this thing?” 
 
    “Not just yet. I’m still trying to find out where they’re from.” 
 
    Kira hesitated a moment, then grinned. “I can save you the time. I’ve got a navigational log.” 
 
    “How far away?” 
 
    “6 jumps and approximately 129 days.” 
 
    “Do you have a map of the others?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’ve got more than 10,000 of these small gravity wells listed…just in this region.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Unfortunately. We’re gonna need some help.” 
 
    Jason audibly growled. “Tennisonne had better work fast…” 
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    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Scar’vi was one of the Kiritak’s most experienced builders brought into Beta across the Bridge to work on setting up infrastructure inside the Temple. He was 78,038 years old and far superior to any Paladin birthed in the past month, though he had to admit the number of hands they were devoting to this project was impressive. He would have preferred to work with an all Kiritak force, as he usually did, but getting them here through only the Bridge wasn’t feasible. He simply needed more bodies than that would allow. 
 
    But when it came to expertise the Paladin were lacking, and they weren’t bringing in very many of their experts from across the galaxy either, mainly relying on their impressive genetic memory that got tweaked every millennia or so. That made them more than newbs, but nowhere in Scar’vi’s league, and getting this spacial tap online as quickly as possible with as few resources was relying heavily on his ability to improvise…something the Paladin didn’t do well. 
 
    Others would argue differently, but he knew the Paladin operated as a unit more than individuals, and their ability to adapt relied more upon mistakes and correcting them than it did visualizing before you made a mistake. Star Force didn’t have time for mistakes now, so he had been tapped by Count Gorva to get this spacial tap up and running as soon as possible, but it wasn’t so simple of a task. 
 
    For starters, there was an army of Caretaker drones running around inside the Temple trying to undo any excavation he made. There were armies of Paladin out hunting them inside the null zones where their comms were jammed so they couldn’t report back that they were under attack, but they kept coming endlessly. Fortunately they did not go on the exterior of the sphere, which was where most of the construction was ongoing…all under the threat of the Essence shield popping up and separating or killing those out there in the blink of an eye. 
 
    He’d been told by the Count that the odds of that happening were low, but not impossible. They were monitoring the Essence donations to the Temple and asking the Responders constantly about how much was necessary to activate the field…and deliberately undercutting that number so it wouldn’t happen. Right now the ice cube of the interior was only melted in a few spots, leaving the rest essentially inert. Until all of that returned to normal, the Temple would not engage the exterior defenses because it would not sacrifice the health of those inside in order to protect those inside. The Essence users took priority over the Temple itself, probably because it was programmed to groom them into more and more donations that would eventually rectify the problem on its own. 
 
    So for now, and hopefully well into the future, Beta Temple would only be minimally operational and the Essence barrier would not be activated. If it was, he was told, then they wouldn’t be able to get it back down again because they didn’t have the skills and knowledge required to gain control over it and most of the rest of the systems. It might take 1000 years of learning and Essence training before they did, so the spacial tap was their workaround to the problem of getting ships inside, and it all depended on that damn Essence barrier staying down. 
 
    Scar’vi was outside the Temple right now, floating around in a construction pod keeping a close watch on the progress. His people were overseeing the infantile Paladin as they deconstructed a section of it, which was not easy. The material wasn’t Yeg’gor armor, but it was damn tough to cut and he didn’t like the sloppiness of explosives. Furthermore, if they went too deep they’d get into the magma layer and it would start spewing out into space like a volcano, and that was one mess he was not going to accidentally run into. 
 
    A pilot conduit from the surface had already been cut, but it was only 8 meters wide. The aperture he’d been instructed to create here was 128 miles wide. It was meant to be a shave larger than the interior portals, for through them the fleet would be traveling to the other Temples, hopefully, and word had reached him that they had finally found a way to make that happen…meaning they were waiting on him and his crew to carve the channel inside, though that wasn’t the larger holdup. 
 
    Right now they had an aperture roughly 52 miles wide and 128 tall on the exterior, with the magma layer capped right now by a weaker barrier. He was going to get the exterior finished first, and a permanent defense force guarding it against Caretaker ‘fixing’ that would actually reseal it again over time. Once that was set up he’d work on expanding the width of the conduit up to the surface, and the rock cutting there would be easy compared to the exterior armor.  
 
    No, the biggest problem was gravity. The Temple was located in the doldrums of space far away from any star system. It had also been designed without a central mass, so its gravity silhouette was spread out and unjumpable save for the slowed possible travel. The only ships to get here were 3 MCVs that had been refitted with three times the number of engines they normally possessed, and they’d had to travel so low it had taken them 7 months from the nearest star.  
 
    Had they normal gravity to work with, it would have taken 3 days. And while he couldn’t give the sphere normal gravity, he could give it a little bit more in a small spot via artificial gravity generators. The catch was, their field disappeared within a certain range. An unlimited field would take so much power it would be impossible, so like inside a ship, there was a shield-edged zone where the AG was reflected back on itself and contained. But a ship slowing down required a great deal of distance. You couldn’t stop on a dime unless you had black hole level gravity, and even then you’d need at least a few kilometers to stop even the slowest standard jump.  
 
    To quote an old theatrical lesson from his early training as an engineer, We can’t stop. We have to slow down first, and that slowing down required distance. In order to get AG out that far, he was having to do something engineers hated to do…spam inferior equipment.  
 
    Artificial gravity generators had been around since the beginning of Star Force, more or less, and there were very efficient models now that could produce a lot more with less power, but he didn’t have time to build them. He was having to create a lot of weaker ones and string them out along 6 pylons sticking off the surface of the sphere. Those pylons were just rigid structure attached to the armored hull, and if the Essence barrier went up he wasn’t sure how it would affect it. He’d put the power source beyond so that wouldn’t be in jeopardy, as well as the command and control lines, but he assumed the telemetry line would be interfered with at the minimum. 
 
    If the field did come back up this spacial tap would be useless for the regular ships, but he wanted it here anyway so he installed maneuvering engines on the 6 pylons so they could maintain their exact orientation even if their stems were cut from the Temple...or if they needed to relocate it to another spot on the exterior.  
 
    The orientation was critical, for the target zone for approaching ships was only 634 miles wide. He couldn’t get it any wider without double the equipment costs, at the minimum, for each pylon had to link to the others to create one massive shield around the area, inside of which the numerous gravity generators would fill with the emissions that the incoming ships’ engines needed to push against to slow down. 
 
    Fortunately, since gravity was an emission, there was no physical link to the pylons, meaning no equal and opposite force to contend with…other than ships in front of them. To accommodate them Scar’vi had to establish a parking area underneath, so the pylons created more than just the gravity gauntlet to slow the incoming ships. It also had a zone where a few could park or be moved outside along the surface of the Temple via mooring beams…and he did know from the Paladin that the mooring beams would be interfered with by the Essence barrier. They’d though to test that much. 
 
    The reason he had to move ships to the side was in case the channel to the interior surface was blocked. Incoming ships couldn’t slow down except in this very small 1385 mile long channel, and when he had ships incoming that would be almost that long, they couldn’t be allowed to stack up. If there was a delay, and one was sitting in the channel when another ship in a convoy arrived, usually only minutes behind, then they could collide and be destroyed…and probably shove the debris right into the channel, blocking it for weeks. 
 
    He had wanted to offset the channel from the pylons, but that would make cause ships getting into it to be delayed. If this worked as intended, the incoming convoys would be spaced with as little gap between them as possible, so they needed to directly enter the channel and get to the inner surface without having to fully stop…and that meant having them lined up. 
 
    When he’d been told how many ships he needed to accommodate he’d been shocked when the Count told him ‘all of them.’ When he’d asked what that actually meant, the Count had said every ship in the Star Force navy across the galaxy.  
 
    That was when he truly understood the importance of this spacial tap. If he could get it working, and the trailblazers could find a way to use the portals, they were going to war against all the Vargemma Temples, not just Alpha. And they had to in order to stop the attacks on Star Force territory. Every month that passed saw more, so billions of people’s lives literally rested in Scar’vi’s skills, and those of the rest of his staff and even the Paladin. They had to get this to work, and to do it as quickly as possible. That’s why he couldn’t take the time to build the more efficient technology. He had to spam the older designs using resources acquired from within the Temple, and for that, at least, the Paladin were more voracious miners than even the Kiritak and the Bsidd…at least in startup operations like this. 
 
    The reactors to power this contraption couldn’t be built on site, for they had to be efficient. The Tia’mat-class reactors were essentially batteries using the most condensed fuel Star Force could make, and all had arrived filled to the brim. They had already arrived the slow way on the MCVs and were currently attached to the 6 pylon framework. He had full power, with replacement fuel easy to bring in over the Bridge due to its compact size, if not its weight. One cubic centimeter of it massed more than a dropship, and once inside the reactor it would be ‘unpacked’ and expand greatly in size before it was actually deconstructed during the reaction process when exposed to none other than basic water. 
 
    And the giant ice cube of a Temple had plenty of water available. 
 
    What Scar’vi did not have was enough gravity generators. About a third were already built and installed, with the Paladin still building more factories inside to increase their production rate. Scar’vi didn’t know which would happen first, getting the gauntlet up to necessary power to stop the massive transport ships that would be arriving, or getting the channel dug out and lined sufficiently to keep the Caretakers from poking holes in it. If he’d done his planning correctly, both should be completed at approximately the same time. 
 
    Then they’d make a test jump away from the Temple first, arrive in the neighboring star system, then jump back…and hope they didn’t mess up on the math. After a few successes he’d report to the Count that the spacial tap was operational…assuming everything did go as planned, and it didn’t always happen that way. 
 
    The major wild card here was keeping the Essence barrier down. If it went up, then all they’d be getting through the tap would be non-living cargo. And a fleet was nothing without the pilots who flew it.  
 
    The gravity field generators were reliable technology. He wasn’t worried about them. And the navigational technology, coupled with the beacons they were building on the tips to help ships in the star system detect the exact location were not too worrisome. He trusted the fleet to know whether or not they could hit such a small target before they tried to, and if he had more time he would have built some extra gravity fields further out to act as a last second steering mechanism.  
 
    He was still going to, after the tap became operational, as well as a lot of other housekeeping things to make it better, but those had to wait until the fleet started to pour through. Until that happened, only the bare bones were being built, for even a small delay would mean another Star Force world would burn under a Vargemma Essence attack.  
 
    Four more months, he estimated. Assuming no Caretaker issues arose. He wasn’t in charge of the defensive efforts. Others were seeing to that so he could focus entirely on the construction. He was worried about when he opened up the channel to the interior, for there was no way to hide that from the Caretakers except with a cloaking or null field…and they’d know something was there one way or another. If they brought out their huge corkscrew ships and landed one on top of it, the Caretakers could plug the hole.  
 
    He couldn’t control that, but it still worried him. Star Force needed this badly, or needed someone who could actually control the Temples. And it didn’t seem like there were any Founders around to do it, nor any Vargemma willing to switch sides, though he’d been told that even they did not fully control the Temples.  
 
    And if they couldn’t, it wasn’t likely that the trailblazers would learn how in time. They had to cheat the system with the tap and get the fleet inside. Once they did that, he’d been assured, things would escalate quickly. But if he didn’t succeed, they’d have to wait until the Paladin built enough new ships here to form a sizeable fleet, and that would take decades, let alone centuries, to get to the number that would match even the tiniest portion of the galactic Star Force fleet. 
 
    No, Scar’vi had to open the door. If and when he did, and the fleet was summoned en mass, the Vargemma were going to see a sight few in the galaxy ever had. 
 
    And they were not going to like it one bit. 
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    February 23, 128551 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Jorwan was plying a Responder with questions regarding the Mui technique, one of many on the path upwards on the Temple’s prerequisite list to get to portal operation, when he received a signal on one of the Knights of Quenar broadcast frequencies. Most communications within Beta Temple were through Star Force’s growing comm grid, but when the KoQ wanted something in private they used their own, meaning a ship or other form of transponder had to be close by. 
 
    Jorwan’s comm equipment he wore embedded within his robes, as were the rest of his technological devices, in order to give people observing him a false sense of safety. Unlike Star Force, which wore their armor fully deployed far more often than needed, the Knights of Quenar wished to be as low key as possible until the moment to strike arose in whatever mission they were on, and even though Star Force was not a target here, they did not alter protocol. 
 
    A mental link to his garments and subcutaneous devices allowed Jorwan to control them while leaving his hands free, but he held the line until he walked away from the Responder and went outdoors to stand underneath a nearby tropical tree that had recently grown slightly taller than his head, but did little to shade him from the now intense sunlight. 
 
    “I am here.” 
 
    “It is about to happen, and there will be no delay. If we wish to go first, then we must go now.” 
 
    “Have they breached the interior yet?” 
 
    “It will be momentarily. I am told the ships are already inside the conduit.” 
 
    Jorwan leapt into a run to get to higher ground. There was a small ridge to the south, which he climbed quickly before scaling one of the small trees in a single jump and clinging to the thin upper trunk with his four legs as he got his head height as elevated as possible. He looked to the southwest where he knew what Star Force referred to as the ‘spacial tap’ was supposed to enter into the Temple. All the ships here were Star Force, built on site, so the KoQ had none present, unlike in Alpha Temple. That said, they had been invited to come along when the fleet finally arrived, and apparently today was that day. 
 
    “How close are they? I see nothing.” 
 
    “You see something. When it activates you will see nothing.” 
 
    “Meaning a shield?” 
 
    “They have to prevent the Caretakers from intervening, and the only way to destroy them and not trigger the same response as was done in Alpha is to destroy them without being seen.” 
 
    The words were barely out of his fellow KoQ’s mouth when a half sphere of darkness appeared in the distance. Not much was visible from Jorwan’s position, but he could make it out equivalent to a sunrise, except this curve was deep black and absorbing all signals that went into it. A few moments later he felt the tree beneath him shake from a series of tremors that he knew to be the upheaval of the rock beneath the concealment canopy washing all this distance to his location. They were of no threat, but the continuous rumble testified to what was not visible.  
 
    “Do you wish to be picked up?”  
 
    “No, I will remain here. My duty is in unlocking the mysteries of the Founders. Yours is with the Vargemma, though I wish I could see their reaction. I still cannot believe they had the gall to declare us primitives. Such arrogance and deceit.” 
 
    “We will record and make it available to you later. Have you made any progress?” 
 
    “Minimal. I am having difficulty getting information. Say’ma was correct, the Responders are programmed to only feed us small amounts to encourage repeated practice. It is slowing matters down considerably.” 
 
    “I do not envy you the patience required. We are an Order of action.” 
 
    “We do what is necessary, and our advancement will spring forward by leaps and bounds because of the knowledge stored here. It is not a matter of patience, but a great honor laced with frustration.” 
 
    “Have the Star Forcers been of help?” 
 
    “In their own way, but we are nearly equal now from the Responders’ point of view. This ladder we will have to climb one rung at a time, and they have more pressing concerns, as do you.” 
 
    “The chaos of the Vargemma must be ended, and their treason addressed. After all these years I am surprised to say I trust Star Force to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “They have a hidden steel we did not originally see,” Jorwan admitted. “Their methods may spare lives, but in a way that still fully neutralizes threats.” 
 
    “Do you think they will turn them into an advantage?” 
 
    “They will not execute them, and they will not let them stagnate. They will force assimilation or solitude. It is more than the Vargemma deserve, but if something can be gained from them I will allow Star Force to claim it. We cannot distract ourselves with such efforts.” 
 
    “We are fortunate they can. The Uriti have proven to be far more valuable than even the Chixzon knew.” 
 
    “Our gravest error was plotting to kill them once Star Force took control. Before then we are not at fault, for the threat had to be neutralized. Their method, which we did not possess, has been proven to be the superior method.” 
 
    “I agree. But at times it concerns me how trusting we are of them.” 
 
    “We trust their nature, not their allegiance.” 
 
    “Is that not the same thing?” the KoQ on the other end of the line said as the dark sphere altered, and out of it came the familiar shape of a Star Force Warship-class jumpship pointing straight up as it broke the smooth curve on the darkness but did not alter the concealment zone at all on passing. 
 
    “And so it begins,” Jorwan said gravely. “We stand at the moment of inevitability and are witness to a power shift within the galaxy. We have chosen our allies well, have we not?” 
 
    “If they stay true to course, yes. I do not like being the inferior with regards to the mission outcome.” 
 
    “So long as it is accomplished we will play whatever role is required.” 
 
    “It is still unnerving.” 
 
    “I became acquainted with that sensation when they took control of the first Uriti. Now it is a dull comfort. They have the power to stand against the Hadarak purge, we can only slow it down. Our Order will be for naught if the galaxy is destroyed.” 
 
    “Our mandate doesn’t cover the Hadarak?” 
 
    “How can it?” 
 
    “Are they not living? Do they not have potential masters in the Deep Core? Perhaps countless races of them? The galaxy will not be dead, merely replaced. Is it our mandate to choose or let events play out?” 
 
    “If the apocalypse monsters come, all is lost. The Hadarak will have to withdraw from the Rim after they conquer it or risk luring them here. The planets they colonize will be evacuated, or more likely sterilized. There will be nothing but vast tracks of death waiting for life to restart. Our mandate is to protect what is already here and allow it to continue to advance. A reset means we have fully failed.” 
 
    “Even if we survive it to become stewards in the aftermath?” 
 
    “It would still be failure, and far worse damage than the Uriti could ever inflict, even with their minions spreading across the galaxy. Do you seek to explore the depths of potential failure?” 
 
    “No, I simply do not like our mission success or failure relying on the will of others. I wish to earn it for ourselves and control our destiny. Allegiance is…unreliable.” 
 
    “We work with what we have available,” Jorwan said as the first ship cleared the bubble, only to be replaced by the front end of the next one so very close behind the first. Dangerously close. How tightly packed was Star Force bringing them in across space? “Do you notice the separation?” 
 
    “They mean to launch their attack as soon as possible. I would not expect them to thin their convoys.” 
 
    “It is almost reckless.” 
 
    “Perhaps their navigational abilities are better than we estimated?” 
 
    “Possibly. Or they are desperate to stop the attacks on their empire. The Vargemma will soon surpass the damage the V’kit’no’sat had done to them, and their value of life must be making them even more impatient. How helpless do you think they feel, unable to save the lesser lives we would simply write off as acceptable losses?” 
 
    “It would be maddening. I do not understand their full mindset. I only know that they will exact sufficient vengeance on the Vargemma and I intend to be there to witness it.” 
 
    “Do we have ships coming through?” 
 
    “I am told no. There is too long of a waiting line, and Star Force does not wish us to have access to this Temple with them.” 
 
    “They said as much?” 
 
    “They said we have done enough in Alpha. The brunt of this battle is theirs to bear.” 
 
    “That is not them distrusting us. It is them being uncomfortable of being in our debt. It seems they dislike relying on others as well.” 
 
    “Then that we have in common, except they can field far larger numbers than we can.” 
 
    “We are an Order, not an empire. Know your role.” 
 
    “We are all that is left of our race. Our true race. Perhaps some should revert to what we once were in order to expand and leave the Order to the delicate work while they deal with…” 
 
    “No,” Jorwan said firmly. “We cannot go back. Forward is our destiny, and Star Force would be far more reliable an empire than our people would be. We only need look back at history for that lesson.” 
 
    “Why do you believe so?” 
 
    “The greater the size of an empire, the more difficult it is to keep bound together. The Order survives because of our focus and training. The mission drives us. An empire has no mission. It will diverge, and with that divergence it will fracture. We cannot…we will not repeat the mistakes of the past. We cannot do everything, but what we do we will be superior in. Let Star Force have the empire. We now have access to the mysteries of Essence, and in that lies the true power. The power to kill Uriti with a single ship, if need be. Let the commoners handle the obvious matters. Our path lies in the darkness beyond their vision.” 
 
    “So long as we have a path I am content. Star Force seems to be making us redundant.” 
 
    “Your commitment waivers?” 
 
    “Perhaps it does. We are no longer masters of our own fate and I seek to reestablish control.” 
 
    “We have not lost it. Do not fear, for Star Force is our weapon against the Hadarak and the Vargemma. We must make sure our weapon does not become compromised or blindsided. We must shield them, and in that we have our superiority. They do not think like a fiend, and as such can be taken off guard. We must protect them against what lurks out there, on the flanks, and make sure it does not strike a fatal blow. The Vargemma have been such a threat, and now we must make sure Star Force is able to land the killing blow. You must make sure. The Vargemma are not to be underestimated in their treachery…or their stupidity. The truly stupid can surprise even the wisest.” 
 
    “Especially the wisest. I take your meaning. Are you certain you will not come?” 
 
    “I wish to go, but my duty is here and I will not delay it.” 
 
    “Very well. We are off then. You will be the only one remaining here.” 
 
    “As is right. We gain nothing by redundant learning.” 
 
    “Farewell. I doubt we will be returning here, regardless of the outcome.” 
 
    “Leaving the Temples is far easier than entering. Do what needs to be done, then return to the galaxy. I will seek the knowledge here and pass on what I learn.” 
 
    “I leave you to it then. We will be on the first ships to go through.” 
 
    “Guard them well,” Jorwan warned. “They do not understand the Vargemma mindset as we do.” 
 
    “They learn quickly,” his counterpart said, then broke the transmission as he set off to join the fleet as more ships continued to slowly move upward from the surface and that seemingly small black orb on the upward lifting horizon.  
 
    It would take time to bring in even a small fleet, but he doubted that flow would cease even for a few minutes if he had tagged Star Force’s intent correctly. The meant to defeat the Vargemma in all the Temples, and to do that they were going to need an insane number of ships…and to do it with non-lethal weaponry made the task all that more difficult.  
 
    But if there was one empire that was comfortable with non-lethal warfare, it was Star Force that was aptly suited to this task.  
 
    And if the Vargemma chose to fight back lethally and force a three way war in all the Temples, well, Star Force could handle that as well. Here, at least, there would be no confrontation with the Caretakers, which was also why Jorwan had to stay in Beta. All the others might end up contaminated with endless warfare, and he needed to devote his full attention to unlocking the secrets of the Founders…before they returned and became another threat to contend with.  
 
      
 
    Paul had been waiting on the surface in one of Beta’s Star Force colonies to see what reaction there was from the Caretakers when the surface exit was exposed, and like clockwork a number of patrol drones were sent to the location and disappeared inside. While he couldn’t see through the null field any more than they could, he did have a subsurface data line that gave him the sensor images from inside that dome, and he could see the defense units there, both mobile and imbedded on the ring of the aperture, take down the Caretakers almost as soon as they crossed the barrier. 
 
    If even one of them turned around and made it out again to sound the alarm then things would go badly here in Beta, but there were enough mooring beams set up to snag the fleers that he didn’t expect any problems…but one didn’t know for sure until you tested your theory, and he was glad to see everything was working as planned. 
 
    After the first few dozen ships came through Paul took a dropship up to one of the warships and took command from there. Unfortunately the Excalibur and the other Borg vessels were too large to come through the spacial tap or the portals, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t bring an astromech along to plug into. He’d had one specially built into a standard warship hull, and that’s the one that came through first in line along with the other command ships for the trailblazers here and waiting.  
 
    Some were donut shaped, but Paul had chosen a regular warship to take command from, because without his Borg vessel to protect him he was going to have to rely on anonymity, and he wasn’t too comfortable taking a command ship. They stood out too much, and they didn’t have any shielding yet that could stop an Essence attack. Designs were in the works, and already deployed on the Avengers, but they didn’t have time to build extra stuff, and those ships would be going to the front of the line where he couldn’t go. 
 
    He had to be the spider in the center of the web controlling his fleet, and the same was true of the others, for they weren’t all going to Alpha. They were splitting up and heading to different Temples once they got enough ships here. Paul had the privilege of going first, but he wasn’t going to Alpha either. It was no longer exporting assault ships to hit Star Force worlds, but Gamma was, and since he was the Keyholder to get there, that’s where he’d chosen to start his campaign against the Vargemma. 
 
    But first they were sending some ships and Essence tankers to Alpha, and those would be going as soon as the ships arrived. No waiting for a massive fleet. And since they’d had months to just sit and wait, he and the other trailblazers had been practicing the dialing technique, and most of them were now able to manage it in a crude way. Enough to get it to work, though not always on the first try. 
 
    When the others left to get to the new Temples they would be sending back new Keyholders that would spread around to all the Temples, just like the Vargemma pilots did, but Paul was going to be busy in Gamma for a long time. That was, unless they chose to surrender, which he highly doubted. And priority number 2, after stopping ships from leaving, was capturing existing Keyholders to the small number of other Temples that the Dotaramin did not have access to. 
 
    That would be the quickest way to safeguard the empire, but regardless of whether it was a long or short fight, as soon as he arrived in Gamma they wouldn’t be sending out any more raiding parties from there. Once more ships arrived in Beta his peers would be doing the same elsewhere, and thankfully Star Force had the ships to spare. 
 
    And they were already being summoned to Beta from across the galaxy, flowing through the spacelanes like little rivers heading for the waterfall that was the spacial tap. So long as the Essence barrier didn’t go up, that waterfall was going to be the end of the Vargemma. 
 
    If it did go up, then they were back to square one, and he didn’t think the Vargemma would be caught off guard again and let him steal access to the shield controls in Gamma. They’d lock them down or trigger the Caretakers to do it again, just like in Alpha. And the Responders were still refusing to teach them how to unlock those controls, despite the fact that they’d learned to open the portals from the inside. They were still insisting that all lesser skills must be learned first. 
 
    Star Force now had an opening, and the trailblazers intended to make use of it. But there were a lot of ships that had to come through the tap. Months worth. And they had to come through one at a time. Fortunately the Vargemma didn’t know about this Temple, or have any way to access it. This might work, but it was going to take them a long time to get enough ships inside to assault all the Temples. 
 
    Fortunately Paul wasn’t going to have to wait as long as the others.  
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    March 22, 128551 
 
    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Alpha Temple 
 
      
 
    Steve-004 jumped from a rocky ledge, landing below some 18 meters just as the explosives blew. The blast wave sent a shotgun of rubble over top his head and out into the jungle beyond, missing him as it overshot the ledge, and mixed in with the natural material were bits and pieces of Caretaker drones.  
 
    The hangar he’d just destroyed had been a gathering place for them as they came up from subsurface factories. Those he couldn’t get to so easily, but the hangar was one of thousands of soft targets around the Temple that he and the others were seeking out and destroying before they could spew out cloud formations that could do a lot of damage. The Caretakers had figured out isolated units were pretty much going to be lost on contact with Star Force troops, even against single individuals, so they were hoarding the new replacements until they could release a group together…and that’s what Steve had just blown up with a backpack-sized satchel of Det-blocks.  
 
    The Paladin had been manufacturing them and a lot of other little toys that were allowing the Archons to do an increasing amount of pinpoint damage in this forever war. As many as they destroyed, more would be built and sent out on search and destroy missions, including some major attacks on the Paladin colonies. A few had been lost, but Steve had enough naval power now to cover for most of them, and the longer time went on the more the Paladin reinforced their aboveground strongholds…all the while expanding their subsurface ones. 
 
    But the shipyards were beyond reach. Without Essence refueling, the Avengers couldn’t get at them as the Caretakers rebuilt what had been damaged and continued to send ships out of their hidden spacebound facilities in near the center of the Temple. Everyone knew they were massing more ships for a bigger push, just as the Paladin were prepping to defend against one. This would continue to go on indefinitely until Star Force succumbed or managed to cut off the Caretakers’ supply lines…but that wasn’t happening. The Temple was a giant depot of material they could draw on, plus they had interstellar logistics to back that up. No, they couldn’t starve the Caretakers to death, but they could force them to keep devoting resources to replacing their smaller units. 
 
    What worried Steve the most wasn’t their conventional weapons. It was the Olopar and any other Essence weapons they had. The mountain turrets had been getting targeted ever since the end of the major fighting, but when it became clear Star Force had been able to locate them before they rose up and activated, the Caretakers had been sending troops to guard those locations. The Paladin and the Knights were still taking some of them out, slowly, and now they had a nice field of safety over several regions where naval vessels could operate without risk of getting one shot out of the sky, but most of the Temple surface was still off limits to the warships. 
 
    Steve was in one of those areas now, as were others flying around on dropships or even speeders beneath what would be the firing range of the mountain turrets, though it was unlikely they’d have used such enormous amounts of Essence to kill a single person even if they could. And as it was, they had a lot of smaller turrets using conventional weaponry spread out at key points, plus the patrolling Caretaker units, and the aerial hunters, and the Beast Wars wannabe prowlers with a host of other newly discovered assets the Caretakers had been rolling out to counter them. 
 
    Steve doubted they had seen every trick in the Caretaker bag yet, but if and when they got another Olopar up and running, and the Avengers couldn’t strike it down, then nowhere on the surface would be safe…and with the Vargemma supplying the Temple with all the Essence needed to fuel them, well, things didn’t look good in the coming years, which was why most of the Paladin construction efforts were in bases deep underground where some of the Essence effects couldn’t reach…although some could if they were able to locate them.  
 
    Which could and couldn’t wasn’t known yet, for no such attacks had been launched, but he figured the heart attack weapon could be modified to get through a lot of rock rather than cling to the surface if it could already pass through the armor on starships. Every Star Force unit in play in Alpha Temple wore a regenerator at all times to counter such an attack, but without a full list of Olopar abilities they were playing dangerously in a field they did not completely understand. 
 
    The trailblazer hugged the ledge as the explosion debris rained down and then the rumbling stopped, leaving a dust cloud lazily migrating towards the east. He jumped into the sky and flew under his own power southwest, seeing if he would draw any fire from surviving units as he circled around to get more altitude. Once he got high enough he scanned where the hangar had been, seeing that it had totally collapsed with a sunken mound of broken rock now covering it. 
 
    The Caretakers would dig it out and rebuild, but that would take time. Until then this access point was off limits…now on to the next one. He needed to seal up all the routes from the subsurface factory in order to truly cork the bottle, and there were a minimum of 7 exits already found, with Steve having probe droids quietly out looking for more at the moment. 
 
    He wasn’t cloaked. There wasn’t any point now. If there were units nearby he needed them to find him so he could destroy them, and with single man assaults occurring everywhere, he’d prefer drawing the strongest enemies to him in order to keep them away from others. But right now there was nothing below him or in the surrounding area, so he flew off from the demolished hangar and headed over the 387 miles to the next closed one after swinging to the south to pick up his speeder that would get him there a lot quick than his own Yen’mer or his armor’s limited anti-grav system. 
 
    He slid onto the bike-like craft and accelerated for a few seconds before receiving a priority ping on the battlemap. It wasn’t anywhere near him, but Star Force relay drones were flying all over the interior of the Temple and getting shot down regularly in those doldrums of space, but in doing so they were allowing the battlemap signals to be passed everywhere within the Temple, and the Paladin had no trouble making more to replace the losses. 
 
    So even out here far away from any Star Force base, Steve still had access to comm and updates…including the notice that a portal had opened. He knew it probably wasn’t something originating from here, because the control tower was still protected behind the Caretakers’ carrier ship and not even the Vargemma had been allowed back inside. That meant it was probably a Vargemma ship coming in, as a few had in the recent months. Most were scouts relaying information back to the other Temples. He wondered if the intra-Temple communications system had been denied to them or if they never truly had access to it in the beginning. Star Force didn’t rank high enough to utilize those systems, nor did they have access to those Caretaker facilities anymore either, but for some reason occasional scouts would come in, look around, then bug back out within a few hours. 
 
    He assumed they were delivering messages at the same time, but they hadn’t been able to crack the new Vargemma encryption yet. The old ones had already been broken using intel from prisoners, and a lot of regular comms data was still getting to the Paladin because of that, but the higher level stuff had altered their codes and procedures, so whatever the scouts were saying was being kept private. 
 
    Then he got the update from the battlemap that showed a Star Force vessel coming in and he almost jumped off his speeder in excitement as he gave a war whoop yell.  
 
    “Welcome to the party, pal!” he said without broadcasting, instead just watching as the warship came into the Temple and disconnected several smaller ships from its hull. They weren’t drones, but rather hitchhikers to allow all to travel in the same Essence bubble and save time, otherwise they’d have had to go through the portal individually, for they wouldn’t take closely grouped fleets. Only single craft…or craft physically bound to one another. 
 
    Steve stopped flying, canceling his mission and waiting for data to determine what his next move should be. If he was right… 
 
    Yes. The smaller ships were Essence tankers, and another warship was coming through the portal behind them as well. However they’d done it, Star Force had managed to get reinforcements to come in, probably from another Temple, unless they’d learned some code to get through into this one from the outside without control room permission. 
 
    That was a mystery he could figure out later. The Avengers were already moving from their current positions and racing to get to the tankers, as was the rest of the fleet, before the Caretakers could. Give those three ships enough Essence and Alpha Temple was going to be theirs for the keeping, and not even those massive Yeg’gor-adorned carrier ships were going to stop them. 
 
    Steve took off again on his speeder, heading for the hidden dropship some 1600 miles away that he and several other infiltrators were operating out of. He sent a recall signal to them, intending to return to the nearest Paladin base and get linked up with the fleet, then the portal shut down after a few hundred ships came through and he worried that something had gone wrong. At least until he got a priority update through the battlemap explaining what was going on. 
 
    Alpha would get some relief, and as much Essence as they needed…which was the key thing they were lacking…but right now this Temple wasn’t a threat to the rest of Star Force. The other ones were the current launching pads for the planet-killing raids going out into the galaxy, so the Star Force fleet was going after them first and would circle back here in years to come if Alpha couldn’t get the job done on their own. 
 
    “Go get ‘em,” Steve said wholeheartedly. Three Avengers with unlimited Essence was enough for Alpha to get the job done. The Paladin would provide everything else they needed over the course of time. And better yet, Star Force now knew how to use the portals, with the catch of Keyholders that had to be developed via travel, but that was a minor issue now. As long as Beta’s shield didn’t go up and block their entry point, they now had a way to access all the Vargemma Temples. 
 
    And it was time for them to finally pay the piper.  
 
      
 
    Paul came through the portal 35th in line, with his ship immediately dispersing its overload of drones. The normally smooth hull looked like it had been cached in mud, but once the metallic bee hive flew off its clean persona was revealed and moved into formation with the others waiting to guard the single portal they were all coming through.  
 
    Fortunately they weren’t getting scattered like in Alpha Temple, but then again they didn’t have more ships coming through than a single portal could handle either. Paul waited until he had some 200 ships, including one Avenger, already inside Gamma Temple before he transmitted his ultimatum to the Vargemma from every ship in the growing fleet to disguise which one he was actually on. 
 
    “Attention douchebags. I am Archon Paul-024, and I am here to stop your attacks on my empire. You can do so voluntarily, or I can destroy all your ships. Either way this Temple is no longer going to be killing my people. How you wish to proceed is up to you. We can fight this to the death, we can fight using stun weapons, or you can surrender. In none of these three situations do you retain possession of the Temple, though there are far too many of you to remove,” he said, referencing the 178 trillion Vargemma listed as living here by the Caretaker accounting programs, but even then the Temple wasn’t even a quarter full of people. 
 
    “As we have done with other enemies, we do not seek your deaths. You will be incorporated into our empire in some fashion. How is to be determined. But your actions…or those of your kin…have ended any sovereignty you now claim. You either participated in the murder of my people, or you allowed it to occur. And all for what? Because we have the courage to face the Hadarak when you do not? We have the ability to fight and defeat them. Are you truly aiding them now, despite the instructions within the Temple to help you do just the opposite? If any of you wish to talk and explain your actions, now is the time. I have a great many ships coming, and we’ll just be sitting here for a while before we attack. If any of you want to negotiate before we start blowing up your stuff, please step forward…” 
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    March 31, 128551 
 
    Stricorva Nebula (Unexplored Frontier) 
 
    Gamma Temple 
 
      
 
    Milan Tupudi was the lead pilot on the Protovic drone carrier ship Anshelot, which was little more than a very thin and long vessel onto which the triangular wedges were packed. It was currently just narrower than the Temple Portal and stretching some 834 miles long, with it just now popping back into normal space as it entered Gamma Temple for the first time. 
 
    Milan immediately got a battlemap update with thousands of warnings, no-go zones, target selections, and other general information being pumped out by the mastermind behind it all…that being one of the trailblazers, Paul-024, who was somewhere in the fleet as it was spread across half the Temple interior fighting the Vargemma.  
 
    Or rather what was left of their ragtag fleets. 
 
    There was still combat all over the place, but there were far more Vargemma ships now listed as Star Force property and floating in various ‘pens’ with protective warships around them than there were active threats. The ‘safe’ ones had been disabled and boarded rather than destroyed, and as soon as Milan’s carrier ship snapped into existence inside the Temple the drones on it began to peel off in waves without his or anyone else’s input onboard the ship. Nearby warships, or perhaps even Paul himself, were ordering them off and incorporating them into the existing fleet groups. 
 
    It didn’t matter if those ships were Protovic or not. Star Force drones were built to answer anyone’s call, and the shape didn’t matter. Each faction had its own, or used mainline’s rectangular block default, and if needed they could even be stacked together, though you had to have a high degree of Tetris skills to pack them in properly. Typically after battle you had far more carriers than you had drones, so it was virtually never an issue, and this insane battlefield was no exception. 
 
    There were carcasses of dead drones everywhere despite Star Force having issued a ‘no lethal ordinance’ decree on the battlefield. Apparently the Vargemma weren’t obliging, and Milan didn’t know why. Then again, he didn’t need to. He got his navigational coordinates and began moving the Anshelot off and away from the portal as the next ship came in. He’d never been this close to ground before, being only a handful of miles above it at the rear, but due to the size of the vessel, the front portion was already stretching up into space. 
 
    His ship was huge when loaded up like this, but it was merely a spec to what he was seeing around him. His jaw dropped when he saw the distance readings from one side of the sphere to another. He’d been told what a Temple was, but it wasn’t until just now that the sheer magnitude of it truly sunk in.  
 
    “Are you seeing this?” he whispered to the bridge crew seated in stations beside him. 
 
    “We’re actually flying inside this thing,” another Protovic answered in awe. “This is crazy.” 
 
    “What’s crazy is these bastards thinking they have a chance against us,” the Captain said, his face a glowing mix of blue and yellow colors that caste odd shadows against the normal lighting. “Looks like we’re bringing in the cleanup crew.” 
 
    “Cap, there are a lot of lethal target batteries out there,” Milan noted, tearing his eyes away from the current fleet fighting and seeing the icons on the Temple’s surface. 
 
    “I know, I just caught that. They’re labeled inactive so long as non-lethal protocols remain. I don’t think the Vargemma can use them against us.” 
 
    “You want me to fly higher?” 
 
    “No, we’re new here. They know better than us right now. Stick with the exact route. I’ll keep an eye on those turrets.” 
 
    “As ordered,” Milan said in mild protest as his ship got lighter and lighter as the cylindrical tube of drones continued to peel off in layer after layer and turn into bee hives heading this way and that. The route given to him had them moving off to a safer zone far from the combat where several other carrier ships were parked, all empty. Without the ability to go back through the portal it looked like they were stuck here, but that was ok. They’d brought the reinforcements needed and Star Force had a handle on the fighting by now. As long as the Temple itself didn’t revolt against them they’d be ok, but he hated the idea of being in the gunsights of something that could kill you in a single strike, and these Essence weapons were all pretty much like that. He’d just never heard of them being used as ground defend turrets before. 
 
    “Be proud you are witnessing history,” the Captain continued. “These Vargemma may not be as strong as the V’kit’no’sat, but Star Force has never fought a battle on this scope before. And this Temple has the land space of thousands of star systems. It’s a far greater prize than we’ve ever conquered.” 
 
    “And far more people,” another crewer noted. 
 
    “Yes, we have a great task before us. But you and I have a very easy job to do. The hard work is being done by others. With a trailblazer on site, the Vargemma aren’t going to stand a chance.” 
 
    “A stun war on the ground?” Milan asked. 
 
    “Unless they surrender, that is probably so. But that is a lot of people to take care of. I don’t envy the trailblazers this one. I wouldn’t know where to start, but it looks like they’re way ahead of us,” the Captain said as he threw up a hologram for the bridge to see.  
 
    It was the other carrier ships waiting at their rendezvous, and docked to them like tiny mites too small to see without enhancement, were dozens of Vargemma ships with more enroute that were flagged as friendlies.  
 
    “I don’t see any orders yet, but I think we’re taking possession of the Vargemma’s ships after they’re emptied of crew.” 
 
    “Please let them be empty,” someone else said, and the Captain nodded his agreement.  
 
    “I hope so. If not we won’t have to deal with them. They’ll assign other units to handle that. We’re just going to be the mobile warehouses, unless they can find some way to get us outside the Temple and back into normal space.” 
 
    “Where are they taking the crews?” 
 
    “The surface,” Milan said, having already spied it on the crowded battlemap. “They’re giving them back to the Vargemma.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    The pilot highlighted one of the spots on the battlemap so the Captain could see. 
 
    “Outside defense range of their nearest cities, but close enough to get picked up,” he said with a satisfied nod. “And if they have to walk, then that’s punishment for attacking our ships.” 
 
    “78 miles is a long walk. What if the Vargemma just leave them there?” 
 
    “Give them a backpack of food and cut them loose,” the Captain said curtly. “I hear the Caretakers provide you food too, if you can find them to ask. Remember that if we get shot down.” 
 
    “Peachy,” Milan said, knowing that if they got shot ‘down’ there probably wouldn’t be anything left intact to actually hit the surface. Not with the Vargemma’s disintegration weapons. He’d seen far too many of them used on Star Force ships, stations, and even some cities over the past years to count. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    He switched the battlemap over to hunt for the portals…and a great relief to his eyes was the Star Force fleets guarding each and every one of them across the entire Temple. No ships were coming in from them, but that’s not why they were there. They were guarding to make sure no Vargemma ships could get out. And if they couldn’t get out, they couldn’t attack any Star Force worlds. Not from this base of operations, anyway. 
 
    That meant some planets that were going to get hit were now safe. And that was huge. For years they’d been getting ambushed with no way to stop it, and the few takedowns of Vargemma Essence ships they’d managed hadn’t convinced the enemy to back off. But now, from the inside, they were blocked from making any attacks. As for the Essence ships themselves… 
 
    Milan frowned. They were still here, not moving, not tagged as captured. Just sitting all across the Temple interior. There were no-go zones set up around them, and they were still tagged as hostiles, but with a ‘no shoot’ rating on them.  
 
    That didn’t make any sense. Those were the most powerful Vargemma ships they had. They were the ones doing all the damage to Star Force worlds. Why were they not destroyed already? And why were the Vargemma not using them to defend against Star Force’s attack? Had they been disabled somehow? 
 
    He searched the battlemap for answers as he flew the ship, which was really just point and click and look for problems that might pop up, and eventually he found his answer. The ‘Olopar’ were unable to be used within the Temple, except by the Caretakers. So if people started dying the Olopar would actually be remoted controlled by the other machines here and used to kill Star Force. Odd as that was, the no-go zones now made sense. As did the fact that they had not been taken out the moment the first sections of the fleet had arrived.  
 
    “So, am I reading this right, Cap? If we start killing the Vargemma, or even start shooting the machines, the entire Temple comes alive and smokes us?” 
 
    “It seems so, though you forgot the word ‘try’ in there. None of our warships have been destroyed, only drones, so the Vargemma seem to understand the rules as well.” 
 
    “This place is bat shit crazy.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that, but it’s ours now. Get comfortable with those visuals. We’re not going to be seeing stars for quite some time.” 
 
    “Feels weird,” Milan agreed. “And this lack of gravity is problematic. I can barely get a crawl out of her.” 
 
    “All we need to do is crawl. Leave the fast stuff for the surface fighting.” 
 
    “Happy to,” Milan said as he continued to soak in everything going on, with far too much for him to get caught up with in the hours to follow. How someone could direct this war was beyond him. There was simply too many ships and too many fights going on to keep up with… 
 
      
 
    Paul punched the sparring drone twice in the chest, then dodged an uppercut coming back his way. Had the machine not been sufficiently armored his hand would have put dents in it, even without wearing a glove, but the Balboa-class sparring partner was designed to take hits from Saiyans, though Paul wasn’t using that much energy right now. 
 
    He had a headset on, which looked like a golden crown that had his sweaty blue hair draping over the front of it slightly. He’d spent days in and out of his astromech, physically and mentally linked into the thing to up his brain capacity to the level that he could lead the entire fleet in combat across the entirety of the Temple. Even then he’d had to rely on others to manage individual weapon shots and maneuvers, but most of the organization fell to him as the task force commanders and even ship captains deferred to his orders whenever they had the luxury of doing so. And in this ongoing battle that had been often. 
 
    But Paul could only take so much time melded with an astromech. The level of fighting remaining was far below what it had initially been, so Paul had been getting some rest and a lot of training in while simultaneously multitasking and leading the continued combat, as he was now, while punching the smooth white drone over and over again. 
 
    His brainpower was so large he could do both at the same time easily, and in truth he was triple-tasking, for he was monitoring Vargemma reactions away from the fighting and eavesdropping on what conversations were being intercepted. And so far they were still just bitching about the situation and whose fault it was. None were ready to accept surrender yet. 
 
    Paul right punched three times in a row then kicked up into the side of the drone with his left leg, bouncing it half a meter before the anti-grav pulled it back into position. He couldn’t get it too far off, no matter how hard he hit, but he was always trying to anyway.  
 
    The ship he was in was also involved the fighting, but from afar, launching bloons every now and then filled with disruptive energy rather than destructive. Star Force hadn’t lost a man yet, nor had the Vargemma, just a lot of equipment on both sides, though the Vargemma’s wasn’t truly destroyed, just roughed up, because they weren’t using any pure drones that could be killed with conventional weapons. All of them had to be captured, and thankfully the crews were not using their Essence skills to try and kill the boarding parties…except when those boarding parties were mini-drones themselves. 
 
    “Alright, what are you thinking about?” Paul asked the Knight of Quenar standing behind him and just off the sparring ring inside the Archon Sanctum inside the warship. 
 
    “Did I let my defenses down?” No’vosha asked, referencing his own telepathic barriers that were not passive like Star Force’s Ikrid blocks.  
 
    “Your lack of conversation betrays your thoughts,” Paul said as he Archon punched with his elbow into the center of the drone a little too slow and got smacked in the side of the head and turned away because of it. A flash of annoyance crossed Paul’s face, then he sped up and beat the drone back two meters before hopping away and resetting as the drone came back at him again, floating without legs but possessing two very quick and hard hitting arms. 
 
    “I am still amazed by your ability to do this.” 
 
    “What’s ‘this’ mean?” 
 
    “Your orders to the fleet while training. It appears reckless in the extreme, yet you manage it flawlessly. Does your psionic tissue gift you that much mental power, or is this an Essence technique that we are not aware of?” 
 
    “Psionic…plus a shitload of training,” Paul said between breaths, then he blocked a return punch with his left hand palm forward before stepping in and getting a good Archon punch with his right elbow into the drone’s chest. 
 
    “Is there any sign of Caretaker resistance?” No’vosha asked, though he also had links to the battlemap system, accessible by his hidden equipment woven into his robes and body tissue. 
 
    “Not a bit. We’ve got a good read…on the boundaries of their programming.” 
 
    “Have you not copied it from destroyed units?” 
 
    “Parts. How the…Temple itself reacts we can’t access. That programming…isn’t in the remote units.” 
 
    “I see. And accessing the facility that does have it would provoke an undesirable response.” 
 
    “We don’t know where it is…If there’s a master mainframe…somewhere, it’s damn well hidden. What did you want to ask?” 
 
    “Why are you letting me this close to you?” 
 
    “Before your powers…were unknown. Now that we have…Essence, I can approximate your threat. Don’t’ worry…I don’t actually trust you.” 
 
    “Good. I started to think you were becoming stupid.” 
 
    Paul laughed, then jumped into the air, flew for half a second as he brought his feet up and double kicked the drone back a good two meters before landing back on the mat gently. “I could take you easily.” 
 
    “I am beginning to understand why. But I do not think you can take the best the Vargemma have.” 
 
    “I’m not going to…agree or disagree with that.” 
 
    “How can you assimilate them if you will not kill them? They will be a threat to you.” 
 
    “We have some experience with that.” 
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat could not use Essence. How will you deal with this threat?” 
 
    “You…have an offer to make?” 
 
    “We can remove them from the Temple, then kill them for you.” 
 
    Paul ducked under a punch and twisted around, getting behind the drone and blowing it so hard with a Jumat blast that it moved nearly 4 meters and stopped just short of hitting No’vosha. The KoQ didn’t move, and the drone retreated as soon as the pressure relented, but from the look on Paul’s face the guest knew it had been on purpose…and very artistically done. 
 
    “I assume that is a no?” 
 
    “That’s a never. Why…do you guys have to be so bad?” he asked, reengaging the drone as it returned to him, never tiring or slowing. Nowadays the only opponents the Saiyans could truly train against were machines. 
 
    “It is simply pragmatism.” 
 
    “You’re lucky we don’t practice…it. Or we would have destroyed the Knights…of Quenar by now.” 
 
    “I know. That is why we can trust you. Your positions never waiver.” 
 
    “Then why ask?” 
 
    “I do not wish to see you needlessly lose personnel to stronger opponents. You have not had the luxury of Temple training. They have. You are not inferior, just deprived of the Founder knowledge. They can use this against you.” 
 
    “I like a challenge.” 
 
    “So I’ve learned. But can you afford it with the Hadarak gaining territory with every year that passes? The V’kit’no’sat cannot hold them even with your Ysalamir technology.” 
 
    “We are not going to become…the bad guys to stop the bad guys. If we do, we defeat ourselves.” 
 
    “Illogical. You must survive. If you do not, you have failed by default. Morals can be your luxury, but will you truly choose defeat when you can set them aside temporarily?” 
 
    “Pretty much, though…you should never count us out.” 
 
    “I do not believe you. You always have winning as your first priority.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then why risk it to keep your enemies alive even when they pose such a great risk to you?” 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “The right thing to do is win.” 
 
    Paul stopped fighting for a moment, and when the drone swung for his head the blow didn’t land. It stopped three inches away as Paul pushed out spherically with his Jumat in all directions. He continued the flow, holding the punch where it was, then increased it slightly, driving the mechanical arm back.  
 
    He didn’t get it far, then his blue hair turned gold, as did his Jumat energy, and he lifted off the ground, floating half a meter up, as he increased the pressure on both the drone and No’vosha. It looked like intricate flames emanated from all over his body, but they didn’t burn. They felt like a fierce wind slapping into you, and he pushed the stubborn drone back a meter…then two…then three. It held up longer than No’vosha did, who stubbornly held his ground too long and got caught off guard before he could take a knee.  
 
    He was flung back through the air for twenty meters before he got his footing again, leaning into the flow that would not stop. Paul didn’t relent, increasing his outflow…a humongous waste of energy…and drove the drone back another meter. No’vosha had to drop to a knee to keep from being knocked down again, only to start sliding backward a few inches at a time.  
 
    Paul continued to escalate his outflow until he sent an extra burst out that knocked the Knight of Quenar down again and sent him sliding across the floor…then Paul stopped, signaling the drone to shut down where it was, but he still remained floating and glowing as the Jumat energy wrapped around his body like a blanket. No longer flowing out, but reinforcing him with a shield-like aura. 
 
    “The darkside gives quick, easy power. But the true power lies in the lightside. That is why Star Force has surpassed the Knights of Quenar…and why you will never be as powerful as us. Get a clue and ditch the darkside. You’ll have to if you want to try and catch up to us…” 
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    May 26, 128551 
 
    Stricorva Nebula (Unexplored Frontier) 
 
    Gamma Temple 
 
      
 
    The naval victory in Gamma was complete. No more reinforcements were coming through the portals, as Paul had called them off. They were needed in other Temples, and even now his peers were out assaulting them. How many and where exactly they were he didn’t know. Communication was limited to couriers, for they had no access to the inter-Temple network, and it seemed the Vargemma did not either…at least not to the full capacity that the Founders had left for those who were ‘worthy’ to discover and use. 
 
    That probably had something to do with the Essence requirements for the transmissions, but as it was Paul was blocked from even asking the Responders about it, for his skillset was ‘too low’ to be given the information. What intelligence they’d gained from the captured Vargemma naval assets all indicated that they relied on couriers for everything. The Temples were supposed to stand alone and not interconnect for basic needs, but Paul knew that wasn’t true given the background network that was supporting them. 
 
    There were layers upon layers to the Temple infrastructure, and it was clear the Vargemma hadn’t done as much poking around as they should have. They were playing by the rules and going about things the way the Founders had intended instead of following their curiosity where it led. Then again, when you lived with killing robots looking over your shoulder, curiosity might not have been your natural inclination. 
 
    If none of the Vargemma had worked out how to use the Temple’s communications network, and he wasn’t assuming some ultra secret group hadn’t, then they were effectively cut off from the rest of the Vargemma, for Paul had all the portals guarded. No Vargemma ships were getting out that way, not that they had that many left, and if they chose to jump through the walls into normal space they wouldn’t be coming back in and would have to take their chances in the spacelanes. 
 
    Virtually all of their military fleet was within Star Force custody. The few that weren’t had fled down to the surface to hide beneath city defense shields while the cargo ships were likewise taking cover. The skies above the Temple were relatively clear, except for Star Force ships. Paul had successfully obtained the High Ground, and other than the Caretaker ships, he was in full control of the naval equation, and had been for a couple of weeks. 
 
    Now was the part where he started to take control of the surface, but with trillions of Vargemma that wasn’t going to occur quickly.  
 
    He started by destroying or blockading transit lines between the various races, then between the cities in each race. An old school siege was beginning to take place, though with the Caretakers providing resources it could never be completely effective. That said, the Vargemma were not used to being messed with here, so they hadn’t built their defenses up properly. The only threat that existed was the Caretakers…whom they would not fight…and the other Vargemma.  
 
    If the other Vargemma attacked them, they would do so quickly in order to kill them before the Caretakers intervened…which was suicide. So the only real threats were from sabotage and small scale operations that would go in and out under the Caretakers’ noses.  
 
    There were no natural disasters here. No asteroid impacts, falling moons, nova, or even major earthquakes. The most you’d get was a little rumble now and then as magma was being shifted through the underground rivers along the exterior of the crust just shy of the Temple’s armor plating.  
 
    The Vargemma had built accordingly, making everything weak and cheap and not well suited to disruption. So when he started interfering with their inter-city supply lines and kept their ships grounded, there was an immediately and significant disruption to their normal operations. And those operations were not foodstuff procurement, but weapons factories, shipyards, exclusive products that one region specialized in, etc. No one’s life was at stake, only the way of life of the Vargemma, and it was driving them crazy. 
 
    Everything about their society was based on their ownership of the Temples, and the siege pressure Paul was putting on them was not only interfering with their building new ships and weapons to resist his takeover, but to psychologically rub in the fact that they had lost control…and they could not handle it. He was monitoring their communications, seeing the chatter, the infighting, the proposals and arguments. Eventually one race that was not present in Alpha, known as the Bzo, contacted him asking what were the terms of surrender. 
 
    “Assimilation,” Paul responded deftly. “You will cease to be Vargemma and become part of Star Force.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” the Bzo asked, which looked like a mix of lizard and a cuddly stuffed animal with a side of Ewok mixed in. His words didn’t match his mouth movements, which meant the Vargemma were using a translation program rather than expecting Paul to understand their language. That was a sign of capitulation or respect, or just a way of sucking up. 
 
    “It means you have failed in your sovereign responsibility to do the right thing…hence your sovereignty is being revoked so you can’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “The Bzo have not hurt anyone. We did not send ships to attack your worlds. Those were other Vargemma.” 
 
    “When the Vargemma made their demands, they did not specify individual races. They spoke as if you are one civilization, and you certainly fought as one here.” 
 
    “You were invading our Temple, of course we defended it, but we did not attack your worlds and should not be held accountable for the actions of others.” 
 
    “How was the decision made?” 
 
    “To attack you?” 
 
    “To stop us from stopping the Hadarak purge.” 
 
    “We have known that there is no stopping them without the Founders returning to lead us. We are united in that fact. We differed on how to respond to your provoking the Hadarak. The Bzo did not wish an assault and refused to take part in one.” 
 
    “But you didn’t stop one.” 
 
    “It is not our responsibility to…” 
 
    “Yes…it…is…” Paul said, putting so much ice into his voice that the Bzo stopped mid word. “You sat here potentially reaping the benefits of their murdering my people and allowing the Hadarak to sweep across the galaxy unchallenged. They would kill everyone then retreat to the Core, leaving the Temples untouched so long as they couldn’t trace you back to them. The very Temples that were created to cradle the resistance to the Hadarak. Your sitting here and doing nothing makes you complicit, because you are all Vargemma. You cannot claim to be independent now.” 
 
    “We could not stop them. And we cannot fight them without drawing the guardians’ response. What would you have had us do differently?” 
 
    “Anything prior to our arrival. But you have a partial point. You are not directly responsible for the deaths of my people, only linked to them. For that I offer you the chance to leave the Temple and establish colonies out in the galaxy of your own. Will that be acceptable?” Paul asked, knowing it would not be. 
 
    The Bzo looked horrified. “You mean to exile us?” 
 
    “If you want your sovereignty, that’s the only way you are getting it. This Temple is now ours, forfeited by the Vargemma for what they’ve done. If you wish to claim you are not part of them, you may leave. They will not be.” 
 
    “We cannot leave the Temple.” 
 
    “Then you will be assimilated along with the rest.” 
 
    “What other options do we have?” the Bzo asked in utter denial of the situation. 
 
    “Part of you leave, the rest stay.” 
 
    “The Bzo act as one. We cannot be split. You must give us another path forward.” 
 
    “What I am giving you is an ultimatum. You have lost. Deal with it,” Paul said, cutting the comm. It was clear, even without his telepathy in play, that this Bzo was bonkers. Was it a side effect of being cradled inside the Temple for millions of years, or was this a Vargemma deficiency? 
 
    Regardless, further talking now was not going to be helpful, so he would let the Bzo have some time to think about their own options going forward and maybe…maybe they’d start to come to grips with the situation. 
 
    They were not the only ones a few fries short of a happy meal, and as the days went on it got worse and worse. Many Vargemma races would not contact Star Force at all, holding onto some hope that the Caretakers would intervene or that Star Force’s insanely large fleet had no troop ships in it…which it did. Not enough to quickly take control of the Temple, but they had plenty of time so long as no more attack ships were leaving to damage the empire. Paul could be as patient as he wanted, but because he wasn’t instantly sending landing parties down some of the Vargemma thought he couldn’t. 
 
    And it got crazier from there. Eventually a few subfactions, or even single city leaders, started to contact him asking for terms. They wanted to keep themselves as intact as possible going forward and were trying to negotiate a settlement, hoping to retain their independence while their other Vargemma got absorbed into Star Force. 
 
    He was getting tired of shooting them down, but at least a few were starting to understand they didn’t have any options that left them their independence short of leaving the Temple…and that option was only available for those who had not attacked Star Force worlds. But to the Vargemma, leaving the Temple was worse than death. They viewed the outside world as an insult, and the spoiled brats were so brain dead he was starting to understand why they couldn’t get along with each other even when the Caretakers provided them everything they needed to live here safely away from the Hadarak. 
 
    A month into the ‘negotiations’ Paul had 18 Paladin colonies set up far away from the Vargemma cities and was starting on his master plan to absorb these psychopaths when the fighting started. Not against his fleet, because they didn’t have anything to fight with above the surface, but huge plumes of aerial transports were moving out and flying right past the blockades he’d set up.  
 
    Paul caught a lot of them, but they didn’t seem to care. They didn’t shoot back, just ran around his few interdictor ships and moved towards the other Vargemma cities and started attacking each other…and they didn’t hold anything back. As far as Paul could determine they were sending all their troops out and leaving themselves even more vulnerable to Star Force’s invasion army if he chose to send it down. 
 
    And the cities that came under attack apparently suspected it was coming, because they were prepared and met them with lethal force instantly.  
 
    This was no stun war, and once the first fighting started between a few of the races nearly all the rest followed suit. Paul couldn’t believe what he was seeing. They were actually trying to settle old scores rather than repel Star Force, and apparently they were overlooking the Caretaker issue, or maybe they expected to die when they were assimilated and just no longer cared. 
 
    Actually they were coming up with way more ideas than that, and Paul was listening to as many as he could from the captured chatter, but after the fighting started they stopped talking altogether about Star Force as their comm protocols shifted and they went into full war mode…which made no sense. Why weren’t they already in full war mode when he invaded? 
 
    These Vargemma were showing additional levels of stupid as time progressed, but this was really something.  
 
    He watched over the following days as the Caretakers moved in to stop the fighting by killing those that were engaged, but the Vargemma didn’t stop…nor did they attack the Caretakers. They just let themselves die while trying to kill one more of their rivals before their time ran up, and did so in a suicidal acceptance of their impending doom that didn’t really exist. 
 
    Paul had made it clear he wasn’t here to kill any of them, and so far not a single person had died during the all-stun combat. So why were they going nuts?  
 
    “They cannot handle subjugation,” No’vosha said after Paul called him to a private war room to try and make some sense out of the mess. “You are seeing the breakdown of a civilization that was predicated on being the dominant force in the galaxy. Only the Founders are their superior, promised to return one day to lead them in combat against the Hadarak. We are breaking that certainty, so what do they have left? That which they could not access before because the Caretakers prevented it.” 
 
    “You’re saying they’d rather die than lose their holy destiny?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Paul sighed. “That is not my experience with races. They usually lose some of their stupidity when reality slams them in the face unless there is a heavy hive mind present. Are you seeing any here?” 
 
    “On the contrary. It is their mandate that binds them together, and even it has been barely sufficient over their history. The Caretakers are the only reason why these varied races ever were able to coexist. They are not your equal in such matters.” 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the epoch,” Paul said, crossing him arms over his chest as he and the Knight of Quenar continued to study a myriad of data sources he’d given the guest access to a few days ago. Prior to that he’d been observing without in-depth Star Force intelligence of the Temple. “Whoever these Founders are, they either expected this or greatly miscalculated.” 
 
    “How can one predict events millions of years into the future?” 
 
    “No, let’s just face facts. The Founder training programs suck.” 
 
    “I have found them useful.” 
 
    “When they contain data you don’t have, they seem magical and very useful. But that’s all they are. Data depositories. They are not true training. They’re practice terminals that do not require personal growth or the development of bonds. All they are pushed towards is being larger Essence generators.” 
 
    “Then perhaps the Founders succeeded in their goals. Perhaps they are merely cattle used to power the Temples until their designer’s return. Then they can groom them as they like. Until then, they simply need to survive, grow in Essence capability, and reproduce to greater numbers.” 
 
    “If that’s all that’s going on here I will be severely disappointed. Do you see any of the Vargemma that are capable of rational thought?” 
 
    “Their madness appears to be pandemic. I am ashamed my Order ever gave them our respect. They deserve none,” he said as the battlemap data changed, with various naval assets that had been silent now moving towards key battles on the surface. “It appears the Caretakers have been pushed to their limits. The Olopar are moving to eliminate the largest areas of disobedience.” 
 
    “I was hoping they’d deescalate before it got to that,” Paul said, cringing. He didn’t have time to think this over, more than a few seconds anyway. Those Olopar were going to fire on the surface and kill anyone within range of the conflicts in an attempt to weed out the most disruptive elements while preserving the mass of them. With the way they were not responding to the Olopar, nor seeming to care about the lesser Caretaker reactions at all, he doubted if they would stop now. It was possible they’d keep fighting until the Caretakers were forced to kill them all. 
 
    But even if they got wise and backed off now, billions of people at the minimum were about to die, and not all those were the ones engaged in the fighting. He had no way to know how many people down there had some common sense and were just not in a position to act on it. Their leaders could even be of a completely different mindset than the lower ranked Vargemma and forcing them into fights that not all of them wanted. Others could just be defending their own race against attack. And the Caretakers were now at the point where they didn’t care. Their programming demanded a limited scope purge to stop the losses from escalating further. 
 
    In truth the Vargemma, and now the Caretakers, were making his job easier. The less Vargemma there were in the Temple the quicker he’d be able to annex it into Star Force. Babysitting unwilling populations was always a chore and a distraction, and having even 10% less would be a major help given the 178 trillion of them here. 
 
    He knew what No’vosha would do. Just sit back and let them kill each other, wiping out the major resistance here and bringing total pacification of the Temple to fruition that much sooner. The instability of the enemy would be in Star Force’s favor and do their work for them, but Paul hadn’t come here to kill them. And even if the Caretakers weren’t here to prevent deaths, he would only have killed those during combat that were necessary. He hadn’t lied about the objective not being their death. He was here to end the threat, and that was a significant difference that the Knights of Quenar wouldn’t care to differentiate between. 
 
    Paul sighed, then mentally issued the kill order for the Olopar, the immediate warning of the Vargemma onboard those ships to get as far away from them as they could, and the bombardment of all the subsurface mega turrets that had previously been located and bracketed by ships waiting for such an order. 
 
    After attacking the Caretakers in this fashion, there would be no going back. They would most likely be tagged for total eradication from this Temple just like they had been in Alpha, and for what? To save some Vargemma from their own stupidity? This would mean perpetual war here too, wasting resources indefinitely unless they chose to abandon the Temple, which was not going to happen. The easy course here would be to just sit back and let this play out, and that’s exactly what No’vosha and the Knights of Quenar would do. 
 
    As would the V’kit’no’sat. The Zak’de’ron. The Truno’shar. The Hexphi. It’s obviously what the Founders would do, for they’d programmed the Caretakers in this manner. Who in the galaxy would pick a fight of this scale without needing to? 
 
    Someone who wasn’t just trying to survive. Someone who sought out wrongs to right them. Someone who took on the people of the galaxy as their wards, whether they were friendly or not. Someone who was truly dominant and made everything that happened everywhere their personal business.  
 
    If you were going to truly claim to be a guardian of the galaxy, then you couldn’t always take the most expedient path. 
 
    “No’vosha, if you wish to leave I will arrange transport back to Beta Temple.” 
 
    “Why would I want to…” he said, then dropped quiet as the studied the battlemap. When he finally saw the key pieces moving his jaw dropped in utter disbelief. “You are going to provoke the wrath of the Caretakers to try and save them! Have you gone mad as well?” 
 
    “No, No’vosha. This is not madness. This is the responsibility of a higher level of superiority. If you wish to stay around and take notes you’re welcome to. If not, you need to get clear now…” 
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    Yioli knew these were the end of days, and still he couldn’t believe it was actually happening. The Hampenst had always assumed that if a Temple would fall it would be to the Hadarak, though no one really thought that would happen. They trusted in the wisdom of the Founders, and they had wisely placed the Temples where the Hadarak would not go unless drawn here. When Star Force had begun attacking them it had made sense to stop the lure to the Rim, but the Vargemma had badly miscalculated and now the Temple was falling into the hands of an empire who would not have even known of their existence if not for the assaults launched on them. 
 
    Yioli cradled his large head in his ape-like hands. His city was not yet involved in the fighting, but those near it were. They shared borders, for one city had grown out to touch the others and form a massive mega-city that stretched thousands of miles along the center of one of the lesser developed Regions within the Temple. Still, even his small city contained 18 million Hampenst, and there was no way to protect them against the invading Jestiv…or were the Jestiv counter-attacking against a Hampenst attack on them? So much was going on it was impossible to keep track of. All he knew was everyone was fighting everyone else, and soon it would reach the edge of his city. 
 
    He didn’t have the troops to defend it. 42% of them had already been dispatched to help their neighbors, but even if he had all of them here in defensive position there was too much city to defend and too little to defend it with. The overlapping defensive structure of the Hampenst had been compromised when several rival cities had actually sided with other races and begun attacking their own…or they were declaring independence, defending themselves, or the myriad of other excuses out there floating around. The end result was the same. The Hampenst defensive lines in this Region were compromised and they could not reinforce each other sufficiently…and the Jestiv were taking advantage of it. 
 
    Already the Caretakers were here and intervening, but that was not stopping the fighting. Star Force hadn’t invaded a single city yet, and the Vargemma were tearing themselves apart and opening the door for an easy surface invasion. Yioli wanted nothing to do with it, but this war was coming his way whether he liked it or not. 
 
    He’d been reviewing his combat options when he got the chilling alert that the Olopar had begun to move of their own accord. The crews onboard them had lost control and were merely passengers as the Founders’ primary weapons against the Hadarak began to move towards the surface…including over the Region where his city was located. 
 
    He knew what had happened in Temple 1921. How they had fired on the Vargemma to stop the fighting, sacrificing some to keep the majority of them intact, but he couldn’t believe it was about to happen here. The Vargemma knew better, yet they were inviting this purge as if they didn’t care to live under Star Force occupation. And therein Yioli feared was the truth. They had decided to go to their deaths, either against the Caretakers or their fellow Vargemma, rather than admit they had chosen wrong when they decided to attack Star Force. 
 
    The Hampenst watched as the Olopar nearest them moved closer and closer. It was heading towards the largest area of fighting, but if it launched a widespread Sha’mesh the outer edges would hit his city. And if it was an expanding hit, then he and every one of the people that were his responsibility were going to die…and they hadn’t fired a shot yet within his city boundaries. 
 
    There was nothing he could do. The end was here, either in the next few minutes or in the carnage following. The Caretakers were going to put an end to the Vargemma’s belligerence in order to save the Temple…and it wasn’t fair. He hadn’t done anything, yet at least some within his city were about to die. Perhaps even him. He didn’t know how many this Olopar would target and kill, but he was too close to the fighting to be safe. He wanted to think he’d survive, but his fear said otherwise. And what made it worse was there was nowhere to run to, not that he would. He was the leader of this city, and he wouldn’t add shame to this debacle by leaving others to die while he fled to the wilds…not that there was time to do that anyway. 
 
    So he sat, head in hands, and waited for the end to come, cursing his brethren and the other Vargemma for doing this to him…then as he stared at the floor a small, song-like ping indicated that a warning status had lifted. Yioli looked up and saw that the Olopar was no longer heading for their Region…because it had just been intercepted and destroyed by a fleet of Star Force warships. 
 
    More than half of them had gone down with it, but the Olopar was completely destroyed. He had heard of a few being taken down in the fighting beyond the Temples, but that was mere rumor. No official report indicated that, but several had not returned from the field as the others had, and speculation had said that they might have been lost and the leadership was refusing to tell the people about it. 
 
    But it had just happened here. Star Force had actually engaged and destroyed an Olopar…and not just one. As he looked at sensor reports from across the Temple, the enemy fleet was moving in to fight all the Olopar, and they were killing them with remarkable efficiency. 
 
    When they did so the Caretaker warships that were sitting by and watching the Vargemma kill themselves, as no Vargemma naval assets remained in space to deal with, began to immediately accelerate towards the Star Force warships, tagging them all for destruction. Yioli had never imagined what would happen if someone actually tried to destroy an Olopar here, where the Founders had decreed the weapons could not be used, but apparently the sentence was immediate death…and not just for the ships involved. The Temple had just updated Star Force as a threat that had to be entirely purged. Not just culled like the Vargemma were experiencing. The Temple wanted every single Star Force unit destroyed without exception. 
 
    Yioli couldn’t believe what was happening. The Olopar were coming to kill the Vargemma, to kill the warring factions just next door to his city, and Star Force moved to stop them? But why? Why would they do that? Why would they incite full scale war against the Caretakers?  
 
    The Hampenst did not sit idle. He found his comm officer and had them figure out how to contact the Star Force ships. It took some time, but eventually he got a direct line to one of their commanders and asked the question directly. 
 
    “We will not sit by and watch as you are murdered by machines,” the Calavari answered. “Nor will we bow to the will of the machines or their absent creators. We are claiming this Temple for our own and it will answer to us. One way or another, it will not be used for darkside purposes. Even if we have to destroy every single Caretaker inside to stop them from doing so.” 
 
    “I cannot speak for all Hampenst, but I am the leader of the city of Lpol’ni’wea. I hereby officially surrender to Star Force and ask that what few troops I have be incorporated into your command structure immediately so that we may help you fight the Caretakers and protect my city.” 
 
    “Your surrender is accepted.” 
 
    “What are your orders?” 
 
    “Pull all troops back to within your city and defend it there. Do not venture beyond it. We will keep the skies clear. You must deal with the smaller ground units they will send. We will not be able to land troops to assist in the near future. We have larger Caretaker threats enroute to deal with.” 
 
    “Thank you, we will pull back and hold here as long as possible,” he said, confused as to what the ‘larger’ threats were…then he saw the Star Force attacks mounting on the surface across the sphere as hidden Founder structures tried to rise up from below. They were mountain sized and taking immediate fire from fleets already positioned nearby them…but above and beyond that there were new Caretaker signals popping up from the empty space inside the gigantic sphere. They were escalating in number beyond anything Yioli had seen before, and among them were some very larger ships appearing. Some massively large ships. 
 
    “We will handle the major threats,” the Calavari promised. “This is not the first Temple where we have fought the Caretakers.” 
 
    That admission floored Yioli. He knew there was fighting beyond this Temple, and he had assumed if Star Force had figured out how to use the portals they could go everywhere and invade others simultaneously, but he had never imagined them picking a deliberate fight with the Caretakers. 
 
    “Did you win?” he asked meekly. 
 
    “The battles are ongoing, for the Caretakers can build more ships indefinitely, but we have the advantage. We will protect you from the Olopar here, but there are so many Vargemma we cannot be everyone at once. You will have to handle the local threats on your own. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “We will do all that we can, but the Caretakers’ smaller units are a significant threat.” 
 
    “Then I wish you luck. We will assist with the small ones when we’re able. Right now your future lies with how well you can handle them. Do not waste time fighting the other Vargemma. If we have additional orders for you, we will respond on this comm channel. Monitor it constantly.” 
 
    “As ordered,” Yioli said as the Calavari signed off, and true to his word, the orbital ‘skies’ were being cleared of warships far faster than before over his region as Star Force ships were altering their movements to concentrate their defensive efforts over his city while the Caretaker warships and aerial units had begun conventional bombing of the highest intensity Vargemma fighting now that the Olopars were quickly being taken out of the equation…though most Vargemma warships were heading directly for the Star Force warships and even drawing some of the ground assets their way to the invasive colonies the Paladin had begun to set up. 
 
    That was lightening the attacks on the Vargemma slightly, and rather than respond to the Caretaker threat, his brethren stupidly continued to focus on each other trying to settle old scores.  
 
    Yioli would not let his city die to that stupidity, and immediately recalled his troops from the fighting, ordering them to return and take up defensive positions within the city limits and shoot any Caretaker war assets on site. It was an order that no Vargemma had ever thought about giving, for it had been ingrained in them from birth that the Caretakers were never to be touched, under pain of death. 
 
    For better or worse his city’s future was now linked to Star Force and their war against the Caretakers, and for the sake of his people he mentally made the transition right then and there, forsaking any allegiance to the Vargemma, but being wise enough not to announce that fact and make Lpol’ni’wea a target to the other Hampenst, let alone the other races. They could kill themselves for all he cared. Right now the only thing that mattered to him was the preservation of his city and the 18 million people within it, and the only path forward was in allegiance with the invading fleet. So that’s the gamble he made, for it was the only one available to him. 
 
    As for Star Force, they had just stopped an Olopar from bombarding his Region with Sha’mesh, and if they could do that then there would be nothing stopping them from killing his city with their own weapons. The Vargemma were no longer a power to be feared, and were in the process of self-destructing. How his people would exist within the Star Force empire he did not know, but at least they would live…assuming they could survive the small Caretaker units that were already backtracking with his troops that he’d recalled.  
 
    They hadn’t hesitated to answer the recall order, but the Caretakers were not letting them all go. And for the first time in his life, his people were going to stand up to them. He had to clarify the order for his city defenses, confirming that they were to shoot the Caretakers on sight. It was so treasonous that he had to explain it multiple times, but when his troops were being killed as they retreated his perimeter batteries did follow his order and provide covering fire, downing the floating Caretaker patrol units quickly with linked firepower. 
 
    And when that happened more immediately started heading their way from the surrounding area, though the subsurface bunkers they were coming out of were not within the cityscape. They were out in the wilds, and it would take them a lot of time to get here, having to overfly the other cities, but there was no mistaking their course corrections now. Some of them that had been heading other directions were now headed here.  
 
    And here Yioli and his city were going to have to make their stand… 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in the Core… 
 
      
 
    As the V’kit’no’sat fleet made kill after kill against the Warden Hadarak with their new Ysalamir weapons, the Zak’de’ron ground on with the blood of their servants accomplishing the same thing. They were the third arm of the Triumvirate, and yet Star Force had not entrusted them with the Ysalamir technology. It was humiliating, but not because of the insult. It was humiliating because the Zak’de’ron had failed in their manipulation of the fledgling empire and poisoned the original trust that had been growing between then by forcing their hand too much. 
 
    Star Force would not trust the Zak’de’ron again, and the only reason they trusted the V’kit’no’sat enough to give them the Ysalamir was because the V’kit’no’sat were the inferior now. Star Force had exceeded them in technology, numbers, and most importantly this new Essence, from which they were crafting naval weapons.  
 
    While Star Force did not give the Zak’de’ron Ysalamir, they did give them intelligence on the Hadarak, including their Lurkers and how they had wounded one with a magical weapon crafted from Essence. How it worked they would not reveal, but they wanted the Zak’de’ron to know the true power of the Hadarak, specifically their ‘Lurkers,’ so the dragons would not waste lives in hopeless combat against them. 
 
    So what did Star Force think? That the Zak’de’ron were going to bleed their servants dry only to hand dominion of the galaxy to them if the Hadarak could be pushed back? Did they consider the Zak’de’ron that stupid?  
 
    That was a question that none could answer, and while Star Force had monitored Zak’de’ron combat operations in the beginning…as did the V’kit’no’sat…they were no longer doing so on a large scale. Most combat was now lost amongst the ever growing warfront, with anonymity now allowing the Zak’de’ron to proceed with their true objective of this war. Survival was paramount, but long term survival required superiority, or at least peerdom, with the eventual winners. And whether that be Star Force or the Hadarak, there was one thing they were lacking. 
 
    That was the Uriti. They had possessed 3 of them, loosely, but that had been enough to learn what they could not do with them. They could not alter their genetics, for the Uriti had built in automated fixes that would undo any alteration. Furthermore, they could not be controlled the same way the Chixzon did, for the Zak’de’ron did not know what method they used, let alone how to impersonate the Chixzon controllers.  
 
    So the only way they were going to possess Uriti…and the potential Essence within them if they possessed the same ‘tanker’ capacity that the Wardens did for the Lurkers…was to create their own from infancy, which was where any genetic redesign would have to be made. 
 
    Without the Chixzon knowledge the Zak’de’ron were going to have to start from the beginning, but at least they had some genetic samples from the three Uriti they had sheltered previously. And while it would not be an expedient process, in the long term it was going to be the Zak’de’ron’s key to possessing the galaxy. And to begin, they needed to capture a Hadarak alive. 
 
    Today was that day. With no onlookers, and a large amount of their servants’ blood as the price, they had used a copy of the V’kit’no’sat Harthur to snare a Tier-1 Hadarak intact and unharmed. Now they were adding more components to the massive shell that surrounded it and cradled it in a massive IDF field that prevented it from moving using its biological gravity drives. 
 
    The extra components were engines, for they would not be experimenting on the Hadarak here. A path across the galaxy was already being quietly cleared of onlookers, and once enough engine components arrived they would be carrying this Hadarak off to a dark corner of the galaxy, far from the current warfront, where they could do their research unknown to anyone. 
 
    They’d continue to play the Triumvirate game, sending their ships out on near suicide missions to kill more Hadarak and delay their advance in certain areas while the V’kit’no’sat and eventually Star Force did the major damage to the invasion force, though currently the Rimward empire was dealing with a revolt of its own from Essence users striking from hidden bases. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron had considered offering their help in exchange for access to Essence skills, but there was nothing they could offer in such a battle. Star Force was being savaged by the attacks, and other than more bodies to throw at this ‘Vargemma’ enemy they had little to offer beyond their cunning and advanced technology that may or may not be of use against Essence. There was no way to be sure without confronting it head on, and the Zak’de’ron had decided it wasn’t worth the risk. 
 
    Creating their own Uriti was their major play, and now they had the critical piece needed to start the long process in motion. Star Force would end the Vargemma one way or another. The Zak’de’ron had no question about that. And until they were free to fight in the Core, the V’kit’no’sat would stubbornly bang their empty heads against the Hadarak and delay their expansion considerably. 
 
    But in the end game, it was going to be the Uriti that controlled the fate of the galaxy, and the Zak’de’ron could not capture and clone one of Star Force’s. They wouldn’t have the control necessary, so they had to start at the beginning, reproduce the experiments the Chixzon had done, and craft their own version…perhaps a better version, but at least an equal to what those elusive masterminds had created.  
 
    The reason the Hadarak were undefeatable was a question of mass, and without a counterpart to it even the Zak’de’ron were going to be too small to matter. Where the giants walked, only other giants could challenge them. And today the Zak’de’ron began their quest to craft their own to use against the Hadarak, as well as one day to use against Star Force, assuming this purge didn’t consume both empires after the V’kit’no’sat heroically died as useful idiots to delay the fall of the Rim. 
 
    And it was to the Rim, the very far Rim, where this newly captured Hadarak was going to spawn an army of Uriti bound to the will of the Zak’de’ron, and together they would control the fate of the galaxy...or rule over the repopulation of the rubble after the Hadarak finished killing everyone in sight. 
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