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    June 12, 128549 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Morgan-063 and Ginsi-500289 landed on the roof of the now expanded Kiritak colony in Beta temple, having just returned from their exploration mission and caught a dropship back to base from the Caretaker subsurface network that spanned the massive sphere. Both Archons walked off the boarding ramp and into the now warm air stiff and sore, and neither one of them intended to go back out on a second mission unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    Both girls wore their armor retracted, having spent far too much time in it, but they didn’t have to use their Rensiek to fight off the cold, for the environment in this region was now well above 70 degrees Fahrenheit. It hadn’t been near to that when they left, and Morgan was surprised at how fast the Temple mechanisms worked when given the basic amounts of Essence that it required.  
 
    Now they knew what a lot of that Essence was used for, having mapped out an extensive network of near Temple facilities that were inaccessible to anyone other than the Caretakers…or those that hitchhiked with them under cloak as the ‘puddle jumpers’ moved from one location to another carrying various materials, most numerous among them being metallic hydrogen, but Essence carry orbs as well. 
 
    Those were rarer, but it was how the machines moved Essence around without having an Essence user to do it. However it worked, the carry orbs were created using stored Essence, and they could then store more inside them. Whenever Star Force created their own storage units, known as ‘Magicite,’ there had to be an Essence wielder manipulating the physical matter in a way to make it reflective to Essence. Somehow the machines were able to do it, except that they couldn’t produce the Essence themselves, yet once some was donated into the Temple system there was a lot they could do with it. 
 
    The transportation of these cargo-carrying puddle jumpers seemed to consume a great deal of it, and in exchange those cargo carriers brought in the metallic hydrogen that fueled the artificial star in the center of the Temple, the one now generating the heat for this region of the sphere while the rest of it remained a visible ice cube beyond the sky. 
 
     Morgan and Ginsi had found where some of that metallic hydrogen was coming from. Alpha Temple harvested it from the nebula surrounding it, but Beta Temple had none. What it did have was a network of Caretaker units scrounging it up from the surrounding area, including one small nebula that had a rather large mining outpost in it. It had taken 5 agonizing hops through the Essence Realm to get there, but within that nebula were a few larger masses that traditional grav jump travel could get to if you were patient enough. So it was a point where Star Force could access the caretaker network without having to go through the painstakingly stagnant travel attached like a tick to the front of a puddle jumper. 
 
    The pair of Archons had traced the metallic hydrogen to not just the temple, but other surrounding facilities that used it as fuel to power their internal reactors. Those facilities, in turn, were manufacturing a lot of stuff using ore shipments and some specialties that were beyond their ability to backtrack. The Caretakers did not just travel via Stargate effect, for they also had a network of mag jump ships with their own version of Grid Points. Morgan and Ginsi couldn’t travel via those, for they expected them to take longer than a day to reach their destination…probably much longer, and the 10-15 hour puddle jumper trips were, on their own, causing the pair enormous physical problems as their enhanced Saiyan bodies refused to accept sitting in one place for more than a few minutes. 
 
    They had to fight it all the way, and get in what workouts they could between jumps. But the way their bodies were complaining now that they were free of the confines suggested that this would not be something they would be trying again, and they doubted the other trailblazers would be either. Hopefully the little piece of the Caretaker grid map that they’d cataloged, when combined with the others, would be worth it, but right now Morgan was cursing her stupidity for volunteering for this trip. 
 
    “We’re the ones that decided to go more than one jump,” Ginsi reminded her as the short haired level 4 Saiyan stretched her arms high over her head as they walked. 
 
    “At least we know what not to do in the future,” her level 3 Saiyan master noted. “You think any of the others tried the mag jump?” 
 
    “I hope not, but knowing you guys, someone probably did.” 
 
    Morgan cringed at the thought. “You’re probably right. We’re all going to lose a lot of levels for this.” 
 
    “I’m going to the sanctum now,” Ginsi said as they walked down and into the cupola on the rooftop landing pad.  
 
    “I thought you’d want to see what the others found.” 
 
    “I do. You can fill me in when you catch up. I really need something to punch over and over and over again.” 
 
    “I hear ya. Get going youngling.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Ginsi said sarcastically as she broke off at a T-junction, with Morgan headed to the left and through a series of hallways and lifts to the main control center where she didn’t find any other trailblazers, only Count Gorva, who had been brought in to run the colonial expansion and free up the Archons to focus on Essence related challenges. 
 
    Morgan frowned. “Are we the first to get back?” 
 
    The Calavari, dressed in flowing robes for each limb but with a trim fitting torso uniform, crossed his lower arms over his lower chest while leaning forward and resting his upper elbows on the work table before him.  
 
    “No, but the others went back out again. They wanted to report what they immediately found before going further, and I’m glad they did. Studying the Caretaker network is a fascinating endeavor. What have you brought to add?” 
 
    “A hydrogen mine along with a lot of other little manufacturing facilities spread around the perimeter of the Temple. We also found a Grid Point system, but we couldn’t scout that without our bodies exploding.” 
 
    The Calavari’s large head turned away from the growing map as Morgan touched the work table and added her data to it. “You can actually explode?” 
 
    “Our cells can. Metabolism expects resources to be depleted, and if they’re not they build up inside until the cell wall breaks. We have a way of slowing this down by rerouting some of the excess material back into the blood stream, but there are so many other functions that require activity that it feels like your body is tearing itself apart. I don’t even want to think about what would happen if I had to stay put for an entire week. ‘Explode’ is accurate enough.” 
 
    “I hope not. Three teams also found mag jump launching points and were going back to travel on them with additional supplies.” 
 
    “Oh those idiots,” Morgan said as she too leaned on the table and studied the Caretaker network map. “Have to show us up, don’t they?” 
 
    “Your skills lie elsewhere, we all know.” 
 
    Morgan cranked her left arm back, hearing something pop, as her normal flexibility was shot right now. It would take months to restore it again. 
 
    “Give me the run down.” 
 
    “We have a massive support operation hidden from the galaxy, with a few access points that outsiders can use if they know where to look, but the Founders were very careful to keep them hidden. We assume the Reapers use these when they need to go out and harvest Essence from their victims…” 
 
    “We found Reapers?” Morgan interrupted. 
 
    Gorva highlighted three different locations, then brought up one for closer analysis, with Morgan seeing data logged as coming from Larry-034’s armor sensors.  
 
    “They not only have fleets of them, they have shipyards to produce more as needed. I think they’re serious about keeping the Temples operational even if there are no denizens. In the grand scale of things I agree, but if you sacrifice your principles to attain victory, you accomplish nothing because you have now become the enemy. I do not think the Founders care about preserving individual life, only the collective, and that is a dangerous philosophy.” 
 
    “It’s an old and recurring one, unfortunately,” Morgan said, shifting around to the other two locations with Reapers. “They’re using moon-sized gravity wells as a jumping off point?” 
 
    “Doubling as a supply depot. The planetoids are artificially built from imports, we believe. That way if they need resupply they know where to get it rather than to have to rely on active mining sites that may or may not acquire enough. The planning is extremely thorough, though heartless.” 
 
    Morgan glanced up at him. “What else?” 
 
    “They have hunter units patrolling certain areas looking for corovon-heavy space-faring creatures. Jason found a harvest facility where they are bringing the living creatures they collect, then slaughtering them. He came back to get the necessary explosives and other ordinance to wreck the place a week ago and took a team of Archons with him.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Are they just harvesting corovon?” 
 
    “No. They’re stripping down their bodies for other compounds, as well as Essence. I think this is their primary means of backup supply, and when it isn’t enough they resort to sending out the Reapers to harvest the surface of planets.” 
 
    “Why have we not found these…space whales?” Morgan said, not wanting to call them baby Uriti, for they were far smaller and inferior to that.  
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat apparently were aware of them, but they seem to have disappeared from most of the galaxy. Perhaps from over hunting, or perhaps they’ve gotten better at evading capture.” 
 
    “Where are the Caretakers hunting them?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet, but the cage ships were not jumping in from existing spacelanes.” 
 
    “But they were jumping?” 
 
    Gorva nodded. “Grav jumps, not stargate travel. We think their tiny little planetoids may be using an alternate form of gravity propulsion that makes their silhouette larger.” 
 
    “You’re talking about what Candancen found?” 
 
    “I think so, or something related. If one can alter the frequency of gravity to increase propulsion, perhaps it can also be used to enhance range of acquisition. The hunter ships came in on grav jumps, and I have no other explanation for their travel beyond a network of small gravity wells beyond the known star systems.” 
 
    “Another hidden network,” Morgan mewed as she chewed her bottom lip all the while her arms and legs were slightly vibrating to stave off the stagnation that was still clawing at her. She understood why Ginsi had went immediately to get into heavy workouts, but the point of the mission was more important right now and worth the delay to the trailblazer. 
 
    “Possibly,” the Calavari agreed. “But I think we are just sampling the tip of the iceberg here.” 
 
    “Hitting,” Morgan corrected. “Not sampling.” 
 
    “That would denote tragedy, not discovery.” 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong about that, for Jason’s sake. The Caretakers get pissed off really fast.” 
 
    “We have not been able to get any information on the space creatures from the Responders. Either they do not know, or they are withholding the information for higher level individuals.” 
 
    “I can understand an emergency, but why are they farming them regularly?” 
 
    “Perhaps the Temples are not supposed to be in this condition.” 
 
    “Why build so many then? We’re still estimating hundreds, right?” 
 
    “At least.” 
 
    “So why build them if you can’t sustain them? There’s something else going on here.” 
 
    “I agree. Hopefully Jason can ask the creatures if he gets a chance.” 
 
    “If they’re anything like the Uriti they might just ignore him, but who knows. Damn, now I want to get back out there again.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “No,” Morgan admitted. “My body doesn’t. The rest of me does. No one has made it to Alpha, I assume?” 
 
    “None have returned that have found it or another Temple, and we have received no word through the bridge of any arrivals.” 
 
    “They’re probably elsewhere on the mag jump network.” 
 
    “That was my thinking.” 
 
    “How many grid points have been found?” 
 
    “11 so far, counting yours.” 
 
    “Damn. They have to have a shit load of outposts out there. Why?” 
 
    “Why not keep everything at the Temples? I asked myself the same question weeks ago, and I haven’t gotten a good answer, but I do have a suspicion that these networks service the Temples…as well as something else.” 
 
    Morgan raised a brown eyebrow. “Now that’s interesting. Have you seen any supply flows elsewhere?” 
 
    “Nothing that I can identify as not eventually getting to a Temple.” 
 
    “Are the Reapers used to hunt the space whales?” 
 
    “Jason doesn’t think so. He thinks they’re different mission priorities. For if they weren’t…” 
 
    “…then why bring the whales back alive when you can harvest the Essence on the spot.” 
 
    “Exactly. I have been surprised how closely aligned your thought patterns are. You all seem to think as one.” 
 
    “We were recruited because we were all alike, and once we got together we harmonized even further,” Morgan said, remembering back to basic training long, long ago. “You never noticed before?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many of you together in the same place before. You usually travel alone or with an apprentice.” 
 
    “True. Empire-wide duties and all.” 
 
    “You do take on another dynamic when together, I’ve noticed.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “A highly competitive and efficient one.” 
 
    Morgan cracked a smile. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Which is why you want to go back out again.” 
 
    “I’m too smart to,” she countered. “But I am going out again, just not this way. We’ve got several locations marked as being able to be reached via starship. If something doesn’t happen here to redirect me elsewhere, I’m heading off the long way to get some real scouts out there. We’ll map this out the old fashioned way.” 
 
    “The others said the security beyond the Temple was lessened.” 
 
    She nodded. “Considerably so where there is no atmosphere. It was questionable whether we needed cloaks or not, for in many places we were not picking up any sensor beams.” 
 
    “With so few people capable of using Essence, I wish you would let others take on that mission and remain here. Finding a way to open the main portals is our top concern.” 
 
    “I know, but we’re nowhere close to raising our skill level to the point where the Responders will teach us the necessary technique.” 
 
    “Regardless, I would prefer to have all of you here or in Alpha. I literally cannot push most of the buttons.” 
 
    “You’re not here to, but I get your point. I’m thinking that if we can cheat part of the trip, then maybe some of us can hop the mag jumps. Not all Star Force Essence users are Saiyans, you know.” 
 
    “So why weren’t the others sent?” 
 
    “Because we didn’t know what was out there, and we still don’t have a mapped route to Alpha Temple. Trailblazers go first, then we send the others.” 
 
    “But all trailblazers are Saiyans.” 
 
    “Yeah, we kind of shot ourselves in the foot for this kind of mission with that, but we’re managing.” 
 
    “Can you make a mag jump?” 
 
    “I can’t…or rather I don’t want to try. I’ve taken considerable damage as is. Ginsi more so, I think, but she’s concealing most of it. A level 1 Saiyan might be able to make it, but we only have a few of those.” 
 
    “Paul, Liam, and Roger.” 
 
    “Yeah, they all didn’t want to give up the super-long sessions in a command Nexus. Technically we all still can do it, but the agitation of the stagnation is distracting and diminishes our mental outreach efficiency. They didn’t want that, so they didn’t go beyond level 1. Oddly though, they did create the Borg capability, which is stagnation inherent, and have mastered it.” 
 
    “You also have that ability, or am I mistaken?” 
 
    “I’m a low level, but for short periods of time I can if I up the artificial gravity to 22 or higher. That way I have to fight to stand up enough to keep my subconscious mind busy. I can get an hour or two of good naval combat out of that, but not nearly as good as the others that can devote their full minds to the task at hand. Bottom line is, we got so powerful we had to specialize in some cases, and I chose Brawler skills over Commodore. I didn’t regret that until now.” 
 
    “There is one other significant discovery you need to be aware of,” Gorva said, highlighting a tiny outpost far from Beta Temple, but still short of what the basic mag jump Grid Point range was. “We think it’s a communication node, and Nash and Page both confirmed it was sending off tiny Essence rushes that they couldn’t identify.” 
 
    “Omni or directional?” 
 
    “Directional, with 13 spokes.” 
 
    “So they can’t send a signal across the entire galaxy. Those pesky Responders are programmed to be deceptive to hide equipment specs.” 
 
    “If that is true, can they send signals between galaxies?” 
 
    “We still don’t know how they travel between galaxies, but if these Essence signals carry a long ways you could set up a chain through the void if the Stargate Effect can cheat the lack of gravity wells. So far we only know of pushing from a beacon source, but if there’s a more impressive technique hidden away…” 
 
    “…then they could travel anywhere in the universe regardless of where you had gravity.” 
 
    “And if that technique exists, I really want to learn it.” 
 
    “Or, you could drop portals as you went and use them to launch from,” the Count suggested. 
 
    “Good catch, but you’d have to refill them with Essence regularly. Not quite the same thing as a ship that can go anywhere on its own, but I’d still take it.” 
 
    “Do you think we’re looking at a network of infrastructure with multiple layers, and beyond the mag jumps we might have intergalactic Essence travel built in?” 
 
    “Possibly. Or possibly they just left mag jump locations across the intergalactic void so they could travel the old fashioned way. That would be my choice. Or even deposit gravity wells out there that you could steer on, even if not stop, so you could get really long jumps to land on an accurate point. There are a lot of options if you can use Essence to get out into the middle of nowhere and drop technology. I can see now why these facilities were never found. Without Essence you literally can’t get to them easily, or in some places at all. We’re lucky we got to Alpha the way we did.” 
 
    “Our engine technology is to thank, and few have comparable ships.” 
 
    “Few,” Morgan echoed. “But the few that do matter greatly. And the Lurkers can use Essence to enhance their own. Meaning the Temple network is safe from primitives, but not the major players. Hence the obsessive security.” 
 
    “It’s only obsessive if it’s unneeded. For all we know, a Temple or two might have been destroyed in the past. We are badly hurting for intel, and I am glad you are willing to do what you did to get the critical information.” 
 
    “I don’t like taking one for the team like this, but sometimes it’s necessary,” Morgan said, cringing again. 
 
    “You need to train, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “So what are you waiting for?” 
 
    “I want to go through everything the others found.” 
 
    “I’m not going to delete it,” the Calavari joked. “I promise. Go. Do what you need to do.” 
 
    Morgan stared at the map and the little details along with it, popping up a few more before giving in to the need to move. “Alright. I’ll be back,” she said, not walking, but running out of the room and disappearing in a blur out the doorway. 
 
    “Unable to stand still,” Gorva said with a shake of his head, for in his role as a Monarch one had to sit still for long periods of time sorting through data and brainstorming, with training being a daily activity that was a break from the norm. It was only now that he truly understood the segmented nature of Star Force. The trailblazers literally could not do his job anymore if they wanted to. Their combat skills had gotten so advanced they needed Monarchs to handle the mundane tasks that they were now too wired up to handle. 
 
    “To each their own,” he pronounced in a whisper, happy to leave the extreme combat to them while he plied the empire-building power of logistics to support them in their epic quests. They were the tip of the spear, to be sure, but a spear head had to have a shaft to be latched to, and as Monarchs went, he was the tip of the shaft that had the privilege of connecting to the living legends.  
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    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Alpha Temple 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Cora-005 said as she and Steve-004 were flying low through the air over yet another of the limitless forests in the Temple trying to reach Paladin territory. They’d been flying for two weeks, taking as few short breaks as needed to recover and get a bit of sleep, which was a welcome change to the stagnation they had to endure to get here, but they were still thousands of miles short of transmission range to any Paladin facility in the Temple…fortunately though, a passing drone had come in range and Cora had successfully been able to piggyback her armor’s short range transmission through it to the Paladin.  
 
    “Finally,” Steve said as he got visual confirmation as the drone suddenly altered its patrol trajectory and headed directly for their position over one of the many uninhabited tracts of land in the giant sphere. But they weren’t the only ones that had taken notice. 
 
    “Crap, they’ve seen us or the drone,” Cora noted as the nearest Vargemma ships…which were pretty far off…began to race towards their position at the slow crawl that the limited gravity in the sphere’s interior allowed. And like most ships, they moved down towards the artificial gravity zone then skimmed the upper atmosphere in order to move faster, the same way the lone Paladin drone was doing. 
 
    “We can get there first, but it’ll be a race to get to a safe haven,” Steve said as he got a transmitted update on the bad situation in the Temple. “There’s only a handful of surface strongholds. The Vargemma have reconfigured their fleet’s weaponry for nonlethal applications and are bombarding everything within range. Our fleet is in pieces, but we’re still the faster without Essence enhancement.” 
 
    “They’ll use it and everything else they’ve got if they know who we are,” Cora warned. “Let’s get as much of a head start as we can.” 
 
    “After you,” Steve said, summoning a surge of energy through him as he turned Super Saiyan 2, which was configured to interface with his Yen’mer for higher strength flight options, such as lifting heavy objects into the air with him, whereas Super Saiyan 1 was built for quickness in flight with sudden redirects that hand to hand combat and evasive maneuvering entailed. But flying through thick atmosphere at high speed left a lot of pressure to fight, so Super Saiyan 2 was actually better for straight line racing. 
 
    Both trailblazers had achieved level 2, but Cora was slightly slower than Steve so he let her set the pace as they both accelerated in speed more than 5 times what they had been traveling before, cracking the sound barrier and then some, as they headed towards the distant naval drone racing far faster to get to them and plowing a wall of atmosphere ahead of it as it did so in a fiery meteor effect that made it appear as a rising sun on the inverted horizon.  
 
    There were also other little meteors further up the curve, and in multiple locations, as various Vargemma ships moved to intercept them, or more likely cut off their avenues of retreat back to Paladin strongholds. The sphere was massive, and the ships within it couldn’t get around all that quickly, but there were a lot of them and they knew where the few locations the trailblazers had to go to were. 
 
    The two little Archon missiles eventually met up with the ‘+’ shaped drone, passing through its defensive shields and attaching themselves to the hull as it briefly came to a stop to pick them up, then whoever was piloting it lost control as Steve asserted command priority and began flying it remotely from his armor’s interlink. 
 
    Now that he had the drone’s larger transmitters and receivers, he and Cora got all the updates they needed, as well as a direct line of communication to the Paladin Viceroy, though his location was still being masked. After a brief conversation via text messages, they both agreed that they were going to have to fight to get the trailblazers to base, for the Vargemma were sending far too many ships to intercept two Paladin infantry…meaning they had to know, or at least suspect who they were. Had some of the others been discovered on a different Temple and alerted the Vargemma here? The Paladin said no one else had arrived here yet, meaning Steven and Cora should have the element of surprise, though that seemed to be a moot point right now. 
 
    “03 seems our best bet,” Cora said as she reviewed the tactical situation while Steve drove…though in truth he could do both at the same time with his Sav-enhanced mind.  
 
    “We can’t predict their navigation with Essence enhancement. We have no idea which ships are better at it, or how much they have onboard.” 
 
    “The Lurker was limited, but yeah, we’re just guessing. We gotta get to the fleet first and group up…or do we scatter so they can’t hit us with a disruptor?” 
 
    “The Viceroy says the Olopar are not active, so the question is how much Essence weaponry do these bastards have in their ships and how much are they willing to use? If it’s just stun weaponry, we group up.” 
 
    “If we get to the Paladin its game over for them. Do you think they know that?” 
 
    “If they do they’ll kill us on sight, Caretaker response or not.” 
 
    “They haven’t retaken the shield control room yet. If they knew why we were here I think they would have by now.” 
 
    “Point,” Steve admitted. “Maybe they’re just eager to catch any Paladin out in the open.” 
 
    “And they don’t have to hold back against our drones because there are no people onboard. Should we say hi to make sure they know we’re on this one?” 
 
    “They know, but maybe they don’t know who. Let’s not give away that bit just yet.” 
 
    “Assuming they haven’t hacked the battlemap signals.” 
 
    “If they can do that they’re way ahead of the V’kit’no’sat, and I don’t think Essence assists in hacking.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Cora said, tapping her fingers against the armored hull of the drone while her elbows and knees were locked onto it despite the fact that they were inside the IDF field and didn’t feel any of the acceleration or shield drag from the fiery atmosphere passing a few meters above their heads. She continued to sift through information, with the turn of events becoming clear. With a drone fleet, the Paladin ships were susceptible to the Vargemma’s conventional and Essence weaponry. In the beginning they didn’t know which were manned and unmanned, but when they realized the Paladin were using an all drone fleet they’d brought in reinforcements and reclaimed naval superiority. 
 
    Likewise, the Paladin couldn’t use normal weaponry against manned ships…and all of the Vargemma ships were manned. They’d turned the Paladin strategy against them in space, and with the weapon rework the Vargemma had undergone, they now had a plethora of stun and technological disruption weapons that could be used in space or against ground installations. Most of the lightly defended Paladin outposts had been disabled and overrun by troops, which had captured many Paladin. 
 
    But like the lizards before them, they didn’t make for good prisoners. They’d been rebelling at any and all opportunities, and the Vargemma couldn’t kill them in view of the Caretakers. Reports indicated some had gone missing and were presumed dead, but most were being held in prison facilities and were being tortured…but not enough to put their lives in jeopardy. Cora doubted any of them would voluntarily give up information, but some of the Vargemma were telepathic, so they were undoubtedly getting a lot of data on Star Force tactics and technology, though none of the sensitive stuff because the Paladin were very careful to keep their leaders hidden…unlike the trailblazers who liked to go in heads first to every situation possible. 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of payback in the queue here,” she said, seeing some of the reports from rescue teams that had plucked a few of the prisoners back from Vargemma custody.  
 
    “Not without the fleet. We’re in a mismatch now.” 
 
    “I know, but still…these bastards have to fall, and fall hard. Get me into a mech.” 
 
    “Working on it,” Steve said, monitoring the position of the encroaching Vargemma ship formations…as well as the Paladin drones leaving the strongholds and headed to various points on the path ahead to provide a reverse gauntlet intended to protect them and punish any who encroached on it…and some were already fighting Vargemma ships trying to stop them from doing so. “We have to go faster, or we’re going to lose half the fleet here.” 
 
    “You want me to get out and push?” Cora scoffed. 
 
    “Just break the wind a little, unless you want to drive?” 
 
    “I’ll drive,” she said, taking control of the drone as Steve unlocked from his position on the hull as Cora raised the shield perimeter a couple of meters, adding to the drag a tiny bit but allowing Steve to stand up and run along the hull. 
 
    There was no artificial gravity generators in the drone, so within the IDF field they were essentially in 0g, with his feet gripping the hull on contact only, meaning he had to run without leaping, because his Yen’mer was equally useless unless they left the confines of the shields, and if he did so he’d be brushed off the ship and unable to catch back up again. 
 
    But the awkward stride was fast enough, allowing him to head towards the front of the drone, where he ran into the center of the ‘+’ like an old style wizard and held position, raising his hands and pulling on both his psionics and his Essence. He created a bioshield far away from his body, then locked his armor into a rigid position and set his shields to transition through his body, making them far more powerful than if they were free floating and physical impacts wouldn’t be fed back to the transmitter. 
 
    He used his Essence to increase the range far beyond what psionics would normally allow, even beyond the needlepoint of the drone’s own shields, to where his were a few hundred meters ahead of that point…then he created a tiny physical shield cone, no more than half a meter wide, and held it firm there.  
 
    The drag on it tried to crush his bones, but he started out with a tiny spec and enlarged it to less than half a meter to be safe, taking some of the friction off the ship’s shields but still transmitting the drag to the drone via his body…but then he used his Essence to make his shield as powerful as possible before converting part of it to ‘floating’ status. That required far more power, because he was effectively throwing energy forward to counteract the incoming momentum rather than redirecting it through his feet to the ship. 
 
    When he did that, Steve’s body stopped being crunched so much, but the pressure didn’t totally relent. He wasn’t strong enough for that, even with Essence, but for the drone the point of greatest pressure over the tip had diminished, with the partial vacuum behind it easing drag considerably while the outer edges of the drone were still getting the full force of the air. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect solution, but the drone’s speed through the air did increase by a good 12%. Steven figured he could maintain this binary shield for a few minutes at least, but it wasn’t enough to reach the fleet. He succumbed to psionic exhaustion before his Essence ran out, with him dropping to a crouch on the front of the ship and locking on as the shield needle took over again and a pressure wave slammed into the ship, slowing it back down in a sudden and jarring nature that the IDF kept the trailblazers from actually feeling. 
 
    “That’s it, I’m out of juice.” 
 
    “Almost there.” 
 
    “No we’re not,” Steve argued. 
 
    “They’re setting up skipping stones. We’re almost to the first.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, looking ahead and seeing nothing but a fiery blaze all around him. He had to use an interlink to the drone’s sensors to see anything, but up ahead there was a massive amount of combat going on in a lot of different places along their trajectory. Behind the Star Force blockers were a series of drones beginning to accelerate ahead of them in the same direction…and as they did so, they dragged some of the upper atmosphere along with them. 
 
    The closer their drone got to the slipstream, the less resistance there was and that allowed their speed to accelerate. When they caught up to the slower moving drone ahead, it peeled off and the heavy slipstream faded into the slight slipstream of the next one ahead, which increased as they began to catch up to it. 
 
    It then peeled off, revealing a line of 394 more leading to Base 03, and the Vargemma were desperately trying to disrupt the line, but many drones above them were going kamikaze and ramming the Vargemma ships to keep them from firing their Essence weapons on their chosen targets. Many were actually latching onto the enemy ships over their weapon ports, while others were pushing ships out of alignment rather than trying to destroy them. Even a few seconds delay was enough in some cases, but Steve and Cora got through 279 of the skipping stones before a group of them ahead were blown apart as a fleet of Vargemma ships raced into their path and disrupted the high speed course. 
 
    “Shit,” Cora said, diverting them hard right and out of the gauntlet as the Paladin drones reset immediately to cover them. The entire fleet acted like it was under the control of a hive mind, but neither trailblazer was controlling them. It was the Paladin in the surface bases doing so, and it was a coordination level that the Vargemma could not match, so when Cora made the hard right turn the Paladin reacted to it faster than the enemy, and that was enough to create a clear path ahead, but one without any slipstream help.  
 
    But they didn’t need it. All they needed was time, and with drone wreckage raining down all across the Temple surface, the only one that mattered slipped through the heavy defense shields covering Base 03…shields that the Vargemma fleet had not yet been able to breach, meaning the trailblazers were finally in safe territory. 
 
    More drones followed them in, allowed through the shield while the enemy was not, but many never returned and littered a long line visible on the upward curving terrain, testifying to how important these two passengers were…and to the danger they posed to the Vargemma. 
 
    Cora and Steve rode the drone as it decelerated, then jumped off and flew down to one of the small landing pads next to the nearest entrance to the small fortress city’s command center, with several high ranking Paladin coming out to meet them as they set down, but not the Viceroy. He’d never show himself on the surface in a combat area. 
 
    “Thanks,” Steve said, peeling back his armor as he glanced up at the cascade of weaponsfire hitting the high altitude shield as the Vargemma made another attempt to breach it…while ground fire from the Paladin shot back up, but only the ship disabling weaponry, which was far less effective than their big guns. “That’s gonna hold, right?” 
 
    “Easily,” an Administrator answered as one of the Vargemma ships far overhead was hit with multiple white/blue orbs and began to fall out of the sky. Just before it hit the shield hundreds of mooring beams grabbed and stopped it…then began to shuffle it laterally and over the hump of the shield towards the ground where it would be dropped and then invaded by ground troops as an extension of the main shield would cover over it without allowing it access within, like a tiny bubble being added onto the main bubble that would allow its crew to be taken prisoner without any casualties…on either side. 
 
    “We have to get to the Temple shield control room,” Cora insisted. “And get me a mech. A big one.” 
 
    “For later,” Steve amended. “We have to let the fleet in.” 
 
    “We’ve left the controls as they were, but I have no way to know if they’re still operational or locked down.” 
 
    “A lockdown takes more skill than an unlock, and if you caught them off guard I’m guessing they didn’t have time.” 
 
    “If not we’ve got a lot more work to do,” Cora added. “Either way, get us there before the Vargemma can retake it.” 
 
    “We’ve been heavily reinforcing it,” another Paladin said as the group began to run inside the facility rather than summon a dropship to their location. “It’s now our 05 stronghold, but they haven’t tried to retake it with full force as they have here. Hopefully they don’t think it’s that much of a priority, or maybe they don’t realize it has weaker shields. They’ve been assaulting lesser positions via ground assaults. I don’t know why, because some of them are vulnerable to bombardment.” 
 
    “They probably don’t want their stun weapons to damage or disrupt the Caretaker structures.” 
 
    “There should be little effect.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t realize that,” Steve said, “but right now I don’t care. We just have to get there ASAP.” 
 
    “Subsurface tunnels are the most secure route. They won’t know where you’re going, but if we go by air they will.” 
 
    “Good call,” Cora said, running a step to the left of Steve with a couple Paladin ahead of them leading the way with the bulk following in a silent entourage. “But I still want that mech.” 
 
    “We will have one reconfigured to your specifications as soon as you provide them.” 
 
    Cora blinked, sending a mental order through her armor. “Done.” 
 
    “Keep your mech,” Steve said as they ran into a shaft that had no cars in it, but was a direct drop down to the lowest reaches of the base. He grabbed the old school fireman’s pole as a shield appeared beneath his feet and he began to fall rapidly with others doing likewise on the four other poles in the rectangular shaft. “I want Thrawn…” 
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    Traveling underground was not fast, but the Paladin had determined that the Vargemma sensors couldn’t penetrate as deep into the bedrock as they’d built their tunnels, meaning the pair of trailblazers could move around without being followed everywhere there currently was a tunnel network…and the Paladin had been industrious little moles from the moment they had first arrived in the Sphere. 
 
    But the vastness of the Temple meant it took days to reach the control room that operated the barrier shield surrounding the sphere’s exterior and preventing anyone from coming in without getting their mind wiped. The Paladin had captured it along with most of the other notable Caretaker facilities beyond the barrier cities, and so far it seemed that the Vargemma did not anticipate their coming here…otherwise they would have assaulted it with everything they had. 
 
    As it was the Paladin were having to fight hard to keep it and the other installations they’d claimed, for the Vargemma were mounting ground campaigns against them in lieu of orbital bombardment…and that was where Cora headed the moment they popped up in a nearby Paladin-built outpost nestled up against the fat tower that held the control room. The battle lines were farther out, with a defense shield of Star Force making covering both the tower and the surrounding miles, giving the Paladin some territory to defend before the Vargemma could get to the tower entrance. 
 
    Titans of metal stood all around it, with one of them turning around and walking towards the outpost as Cora took flight directly towards it. The Paladin mechwarrior inside stopped short and exited the cockpit, floating down to the ground as Cora took his place inside, for the Paladin didn’t have any extra mechs here for her to use, and bringing more in would alert the Vargemma to the importance of this facility prematurely. A whole army was staging to come here and reinforce the location, but until her custom one could arrive Cora was going to have to borrow one. 
 
    Yet that was still highly preferable to fighting hand to hand, and when she slid inside the spherical cockpit and the force fields lifted her body off the ground, Cora’s mind linked with the machine as her body set into its familiar vibration to stave off the stagnation. Her viewpoint suddenly shifted to the giant mechanical body that had no tail, nor did any of the Paladin mechs, for they were patterned off of Human designs, though it wouldn’t have mattered. Cora could pilot mechs with four legs and no arms, or even the giant Turtle-class mechs that had six and were so heavy they were almost walking mountains. 
 
    One of those was here to her left, firing long range stun blasts towards approaching ground troops in mortar-like fire with the arc going up and over the engaged Paladin troops. Cora took off the opposite way, for the Vargemma were assaulting all sides of the tower, and she intended to go where the defenses were the weakest as Steve went inside to open the door for the real reinforcements…but once the Vargemma saw what was happening they’d have to hold this location long enough to get the fleet in, and that wasn’t going to occur quickly.  
 
    They’d learned that exterior ships entering the Temple had to go through the portals, but ships leaving could go directly through the barrier shield. It was a one way lock, and even when access was granted the incoming ships would stick on the barrier shield momentarily before being rerouted to the closest available portal.  
 
    That meant a Vargemma fleet could jump out of the Temple simultaneously, but they’d have to come back in one at a time. That wasn’t an issue for them when they had an impregnable fortress to retreat to that no one knew existed, but the first ships in were going to be outnumbered…meaning this fight was going to get damn messy, especially when the Vargemma could use their full weaponry against Star Force drones, but not vice versa.  
 
    But down here on the ground the Vargemma couldn’t kill her mech with her in it and not piss off the Caretakers. If they knew who she was they might do so and accept the consequences, but they had no way of picking her out of the field of mechs, because the Vargemma couldn’t read the Star Force battlemap IDs and she wasn’t transmitting in the clear. As far as they were concerned, she was just another Paladin out of thousands surrounding the tower in mechs supporting millions of infantry and aircraft.  
 
    But that wasn’t going to last for long, because as soon as she ran up to the line of mechs sniping the approaching Vargemma crawlers…which were basically mechs so low to the ground they looked like snakes with legs…she ran forward, deciding to engage at close range, and the dexterity the basic Star Force mech designs offered allowed her insane skill level to show immediately. 
 
    Her Neo-frame Renekton-class mech didn’t have death saber mounts, but it did have finger claws that were much thicker and glowed with the same destructive energy. Cora activated those then dove her mech down and rolled through a crude somersault, tearing up the ground but missing the nearby Vargemma infantry in little floating pods that scattered away from the crazy mech as it slid past the first crawler and de-legged it on the right side. 
 
    It fell only a small amount, but the opposite side legs couldn’t get it to its feet, so it was stuck in place and only able to drag itself around in a haphazard way until the pilots figured out how to move using only the four legs on the opposite side. If they were using software to control movement, they might not have a program for this…which was why Star Force used pilot-controlled movement as their primary method of engagement, saving the computer-controlled autopilot for special circumstances only. 
 
    Cora’s mech took hit after hit from the crawler and the nearby units, but her shields held firm compared to the inferior technology the Vargemma possessed. She couldn’t go it alone like this forever, but she could withstand it enough to move across the enemy crawler and disarm it by attacking the weapons only and leaving the crew inside alive. When she was finished she had other Paladin mechs coming forward to support her, with one Braum-class moving up and planting a massive object down into the ground in front of her 26 meter high mech. 
 
    It was boxy shaped, but it immediately started to glow and extend a shield out in both directions, blocking the forward attack and basically claiming the ground around the downed crawler for their own. Cora and the other mechs partially hid behind the shield while firing at the surrounding crawlers that were converging on them…then on cue they all moved into a line behind the shield before the mech that had planted it hit the activation code and the shield shot out a massive wave of disruptive energy in a 270 degree arc, going everywhere except where the grouped mechs were. 
 
    Crawlers all over dropped to the ground, as did the infantry pods, as they temporarily lost power…then the mechs shot out from behind the cover and raced to claw away the enemy weapons while avoiding stepping on the little eggs covering the ground that the Paladin infantry were racing forward to disable in hand to hand combat with the aquatic Gevdak that could not be removed from their pods without killing them. 
 
    It was as if the Vargemma were baiting the Paladin into killing some of them, even by accident, so the Caretakers would turn on them…which was a sickening tactic, sacrificing your own troops to certain death to do so…but the more they learned about the Vargemma this is what they came to expect. Their plans were not working, however, as the little Paladin swept forward on speeders and other small craft to collect and then stack the ‘easter eggs’ onto transports that would permanently disable them and drag them off to temporary prisons in the area…and the active Vargemma troops couldn’t assault them without killing their own people and turning the Caretakers against them, meaning that Star Force wasn’t going to get overloaded with prisoners around the tower as they continually shipped them out through enemy lines that had to allow passage. 
 
    Cora jumped from one crawler down to the ground, then popped up her main stun cannons from each forearm as her red glowing claws disappeared, then she bathed a swath of approaching infantry that were firing so many tiny green blasts that her shields were being picked away at by what felt like a swath of ants. The weapons were not damaging, except to shields, for they were designed to drain them on impact.  
 
    Cora actually dropped her shields briefly, letting the infantry shots bounce off her armor plating, but the nearby crawlers weren’t going to let her get away with that and immediately turned their lethal weapons on her, forcing her shields back up again. They had a good mix of weaponry, and enough fire discipline to know when to switch from damaging to disabling to avoid killing the Paladin units, but they didn’t always succeed. In other locations the Caretakers could be seen periodically sweeping in and eliminating the units that did kill, with their Vargemma brethren abandoning them and giving the Caretakers a wide margin to accomplish their executions, but so far that wasn’t happening here. 
 
    When Cora went after another crawler a wave of infantry rushed around her feet, trying to make her step on them. She barely avoided doing so, jumping up and on top of the crawler and sliding both legs over the sides to ride it as she clawed away at its surface weaponry. When she was finished the entire area around her was filled with little white orbs so close together she couldn’t leave without stepping on them. 
 
    Nearby crawlers all turned their weaponry against her while she was pinned there, bombarding her with weaponsfire as Paladin aerial fighters swooped in and picked at the crawlers. They couldn’t use any heavy bombardment without hitting the infantry, and that seemed to be the Vargemma’s main play now. Use the weakly protected infantry as living shields while the crawlers slowly approached the tower.  
 
    But Cora wasn’t a Paladin, and these aquatic Gevdak had no defense against telepathy, so the trailblazer reached out with her Ikrid and grabbed hold of as many minds as she could around her…several hundred or so…and jammed into their minds the same command.  
 
    Run! 
 
    The little orb infantry scattered away from her mech, allowing her to come down off the disabled crawler and take out its legs, then she took her slightly damaged mech across the sea of infantry with them moving out of her way as she headed towards the largest crawler that was acting as a mobile landing pad for troop ships to come in and deposit more infantry off of. 
 
    The Paladin aerial fighters moved in to assist, for she was drawing so much attention her shields couldn’t fully protect her and the trailblazer was having to burn armor as she fought, but eventually she got to the crawler that was more than three times her height and she leapt up on top of it, pulsing the mechs limited anti-grav to make the jump. 
 
    A cutting torch emerged from her mech’s left wrist, then a powerful white cleansing beam shot down into the crawler where she sensed there were no minds and proceeded to slice off one of the huge leg joints…or rather the power conduit to that joint. She wasn’t going to amputate the 18 legs on the thing, but instead she was going for the reactor…though in a way that would cut power without detonating the thing. 
 
    Slicing through power conduit after power conduit she got the thing disabled, then slid down one side and turned the cutting torch sideways to sever the connections for the landing pad to the back of the crawler even as another transport tried to set down on top. She found the pilots’ minds quickly enough and made them leave, then took another few minutes to disconnect the flat top and let it slide off the back of the powerless crawler.  
 
    It crashed to the ground where there was no infantry, for Cora had cleared them out before it could crush them…then she walked around to the far side, firing off distant shots as she went, before taking cover between the opposite side of the crawler and the disconnected shield that made for an impromptu tent barely large enough to fit her mech inside when she hunched down. 
 
    “Rally point here,” she told the other mechs. “Let’s keep them on the defensive and their attention away from the tower. Bring in the reinforcements. They’ll think we’re trying to launch a counterattack to break them, not that we’re desperate to defend the tower. We’re over reached a bit, so we seem vulnerable. Let’s use that and draw them further away from the tower, but don’t overdo it. I don’t want to be bogged down with rescue missions later. You hear me?” 
 
    A chorus of responses came in over the battlemap as the Paladin mechs moved forward to her position, fighting as they went and often having to lightly kick the little infantry pods out of the way, for they didn’t have any Archons with them, nor did they have any Mind Raiders suitable for this task. Newborns were not powerful enough to deal with multiple minds at the same time, nor at range. That required skill, experience, and thousands of years training minimum, making Cora uniquely suited to the task here. 
 
    “Alright, Steve,” she said to herself. “Get that damn door open before I run out of mechs. These guys might be running inferior tech, but it still stings.” 
 
    Cora used her cutting torch to remove a piece of the landing pad small enough to carry, and took it with her in place of a mech shield that the Renektons didn’t carry. She carried it in her mech’s left hand while using its right to continue to fire down at the infantry and disable them, for they were scurrying all over the place like rats, totally confused between their orders and her periodic telepathic overrides.  
 
    The more of them they could disable and fix to one place the better, because sooner or later someone was going to accidentally step on one, and right now she didn’t need to be fighting Vargemma and the Caretakers at the same time… 
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    Steve flew across the gap between the outpost and the tower, zipping past the Paladin guards and their barricades outside and stopping just inside the only entrance long enough to shut the door behind him and use the bioplasma in his right arm to weld it shut along a meter or so of its length. Then he flew through the corridors and up the circular stairwell to the control room near, but not quite at the top, where the Paladin research team was waiting for him. 
 
    They’d already transmitted everything they knew to the Viceroy, and then he in turn had made sure Steve and Cora got all the updates during their subsurface travel out to the site. Now it was up to Steve, because these researchers couldn’t use the Essence necessary to operate most of the equipment in here…but as they’d informed him, the Vargemma had not been able to shut off what they had long ago unlocked, meaning Steve didn’t have to pass any skills tests to access this facility or its functionality…which was why holding it after capture had been so damn important. 
 
    Steve took a moment to look around, with 18 Paladin watching him closely but not interfering. There terminals everywhere, but they weren’t made of desks. Instead they looked like crystal growths, not quite obelisks, but of a similar material with various buttons and dials fashioned out of bumps and lines that could be physically manipulated, much like the control rooms in the barrier cities, but here there were many blank spots that only those with Essence vision could see the additional input nodes within. 
 
    There were more of them than physical controls, and Steve was going to have to figure out what they were and how they worked, because other than some mind raids by the Paladin, they had no way to experiment and learn without an Essence wielder helping them.  
 
    “Alright, anyone pick up anything new while I was enroute?” 
 
    “Unfortunately no,” a small researcher said, looking up at the taller Archon. “But we are convinced that there is no code required. Only a reset.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of functionality here,” Steve said, looking around at all the different Essence toggles. “What else is this tower used for aside from the barrier shield?” 
 
    “As far as we know, nothing.” 
 
    “Then we’re probably looking at some sort of anti-Hadarak defense system that’s currently dormant.” 
 
    “Don’t shoot Supreme Viceroy Thrawn,” one of the others mentioned. 
 
    Steve retracted his helmet and cracked a smile at the Paladin. “I was thinking the same thing,” he said as the rest of his armor condensed down into heavy forearm gauntlets that he moved around with as if they weren’t even there. 
 
    “It appears this station is monitoring and this one is where they allow them entry,” another researcher said, pointing at two different crystalline growths coming up out of the floor around the edge of the circular dome. 
 
    “And that one?” Steve asked, pointing towards the center. 
 
    “We do not know. They were not using it in recent memory, though some of the prisoners were resistant to mind raids.” 
 
    “Most were just here to flip switches, right?” 
 
    “Yes. They knew little. And the memories of those operations do not make sense to me.” 
 
    “Show me,” Steve said, already having reviewed the intel previously, but he hadn’t actually ran through the memory downloads. Those were very inaccurate when passed around, so using the reports the Mind Raiders made was what the Paladin protocol demanded, but if he could glean even a little out of the perspectively distorted mess, it would save him a lot of trial and error. 
 
    Another Paladin stepped forward with a small memory crown, which Steve placed on his head along with the jewel-like datachip that he inserted into it. The Mind Raiders had imprinted their own memories of the interrogation into the datachip afterwards, and Paladin minds were not very complicated early in life, making it easy for Steve to sort through what they’d seen…the problem was, without intuition, they had a damn hard time categorizing new things, and what it felt like to operate Essence equipment was totally foreign to them. 
 
    But not to Steve, so he was able to get the gist of it. These controls were not just push button, but depth gages. How much Essence you put into a node did different things, making the available ‘keyboard’ a great deal larger than Steve had imagined.  
 
    With the silvery crown still on his head, the trailblazer walked over to one of the outer stations and raised a hand. He ran his fingertips down one of the angled edges and released some Essence into the trim. It wasn’t a button, but a receptacle that powered the station. When he did so it lit up, but only to Essence view. There was text and even visual monitors of a sort, though since it wasn’t using light it looked very splotchy. Like a kid drawing with finger paints, then throwing water on top of it, so maybe he wasn’t interpreting it properly, but at least the monitors were on. 
 
    And what they were showing him was multiple views of the barrier shield status and the nebula around them. Thrawn’s ships didn’t show up, which was odd. Why would you have external sensors that couldn’t see anything… 
 
    “Essence-based technology,” he whispered. “You can only detect Essence rushes, and probably big ones at that. I bet this is a Hadarak detector.” 
 
    “Are you receiving information from it?” the first researcher asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s odd. I can see it, but it’s hazy to say the least. I can see the exterior of the Temple, but not our fleet. The nebula only shows up as a perimeter line. I don’t think it’s actually detecting it, just has it marked for when a Hadarak shows up. Any other monitors in here?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Not that the Vargemma knew of. That’s the only one they monitored.” 
 
    “Then I bet it picks up ships hitting the barrier. That’ll be a shield disruption. Maybe the Knights of Quenar were too small probing it in person for it to show up.” 
 
    “Perhaps they did not alter the shield with their interaction…” 
 
    “Good point. It’d probably take a big Essence interaction to dent it, ship scale, to even show up. And when they do they can allow them entry, but how?” Steve asked, moving to the other noted station on the perimeter. He swiped his hand across the outer edge, powering up the Founder Arcade game with his 25 cents worth of Essence, but getting nothing more than a blank screen. 
 
    “Hope it’s not broken,” Steve half joked. “Send a message to Thrawn immediately. Tell him to start knocking on the door. We may not be able to unlock it until somebody asks to be let in.” 
 
    “You want him to attack or attempt passage?” 
 
    “Passage. I don’t think the Vargemma have any idea we have a fleet outside. I bet they think the Paladin came in through the Bridge or some other means. Or maybe they think our ships don’t have Stargate drives installed so there’s no point…no, wait, there’s got to be some way to let ships in that aren’t equipped. Do you have anything on Vargemma coming in by any other means?” 
 
    “All enter through the portals, but many exit without them. All Caretaker vessels enter and leave through the portals.” 
 
    “Before or after we blew up their outpost?” 
 
    “We detected no difference in their memories. The stations were a type of encoder.” 
 
    Steve frowned. “Explain.” 
 
    “Ships that did not have Essence capability were able to be coated in it, then sent to the Temple.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? I thought all their ships were Essence capable.” 
 
    “They might be capable, but they were not using their own Essence for the travel prior to the destruction of the outpost. The outpost had its own Essence reserve that had to be charged by the Vargemma, for the Caretakers would not service it. We believe it was built of Founder technology, but of Vargemma construction to facilitate entry and exit of the Temple network.” 
 
    “So it’s a cheat they built?” 
 
    “That’s our theory based off the traffic logs.” 
 
    “Then how were ships supposed to get in and out with Founder blessing?” 
 
    “Everything they need is here. Perhaps they did not intend for regular commerce with the outside.” 
 
    “No,” Steve said, shaking his head. “The Responder mentioned another means…wait. What kind of Founder technology was used in the outposts? Is there a facility here that’s designed to build them?” 
 
    “Not a full station, but Stargate engines are built by the Caretakers upon request.” 
 
    “And stationary portals?” 
 
    “No. Those are exclusive to the Temple architecture.” 
 
    “But there are encoders,” another Paladin differed. “Short range stuff. They use them to get from one position in the Temple to another.” 
 
    “I was unaware of that,” the first researcher noted. 
 
    The other green lizard pointed to a niche in the wall behind them near the door Steve had entered through. “One of the Vargemma escaped through there when this facility was taken. I was with the initial team inside and overheard the Skirmishers searching for an exit. They found none and did not discover someone hiding in this facility.” 
 
    “That did not appear in the Mind Raider interrogations.” 
 
    “Perhaps because they were not aware of it. I have no conclusive proof, only deduction, but there have been reports from other teams…” 
 
    “He’s right,” Steve said, accessing the battlemap and using his Sav-enhanced mind to search through millions of reports with those parameters. “There’s a lot of disappearances that were not explained, and some of them indicated these wall depressions as a possible sort of escape hatch, but upon deconstruction they found nothing. This one hasn’t been touched, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then they may be able to get a small strike force in here that way. Damn. I need Cora in here. Whatever comes through is going to be badass.” 
 
    “Can we disable it?” one of the large Dragoon guards asked. 
 
    “If we start tearing apart the tower the Caretakers will try to stop us,” Steve said, tapping against the side of his leg as he thought. “And there’s nothing stopping someone from Stargating through the walls anyway if they get close enough to sense the Essence Rush from the equipment. I’d rather know which direction they’re coming from, so we leave it intact and set an ambush.” 
 
    “Cora,” he said, accessing the battlemap and seeing her mech kicking Vargemma ass, much as he’d expected. “I need your Saiyan blood in here now. There’s an VIP access point that they can use to get a Terminator in here if we manage to get the shield breached. I can’t fight and operate the door handle at the same time.” 
 
    “Tunnel?” 
 
    “No, a Stargate portal. The Paladin think it might be an intra-Temple travel grid for the higher ups. One was seen leaving here when the facility was taken. I’m pretty damn sure they’ll send something back when they find out what we’re about to do.” 
 
    “Damn it, it’s not exactly going well out here. Some of these bastards are using disintegrators to chip away at our legs, and I can’t tell which ones can and can’t. They all look the same.” 
 
    “I need you here. We’re the only ones that can fight with Essence. The Paladin will be slaughtered if even one gets through.” 
 
    “Heading back,” she said evenly.  
 
    “Go unseal the main door,” he told the Dragoons. “I welded them shut.” 
 
    The Thrawn-sized Paladin nodded and two of them left to get the doors open for the other trailblazer as four remained on site guarding the researchers…with most of their attention now on the indentation in the wall that had previously only appeared decorative. 
 
      
 
    Cora was not happy leaving her mech, but she understood the situation. They hadn’t expected to fight hand to hand if the Paladin could hold the perimeter, but if there was a backdoor way in for a handful of people, then Steve was right that they were going to be elite troops they’d send, and the Paladin had wisely avoided all such combat when possible, pulling back and fighting from range. The Vargemma had so many Essence techniques it was going to be hard to defeat them if they didn’t play by the no-kill rules, and if it meant stopping the entry of the Star Force reinforcement fleet into the Temple, she didn’t count on them holding back. 
 
    When she got back to the tower she hopped over the defensive barricades and headed upstairs, finding Steve fiddling with one of the odd work stations as a slew of Paladin surrounded the room, all pointing weapons towards one empty wall niche. 
 
    “That the portal?” she asked. 
 
    “How’d you guess,” Steve said without looking at her. “I think I’ve got this figured out, and if it works we should be able to get a few ships in before they notice.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “I’m waiting for Thrawn. They have to knock first.” 
 
    “Can you pick the portal they will come through?” she asked, staring at the wall niche. 
 
    “Um…not sure yet. I think it’ll give me options once the first ships touches the barrier. We’ll have to play it by ear.” 
 
    “As always,” Cora said, keeping her armor fully on as she walked up and stared at the point on the wall. “How is this thing supposed to work?” 
 
    “Probably a personal charge.” 
 
    “Can we jamb it with an outgoing bubble?” 
 
    “No clue. Don’t mess with it yet.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she promised, looking over the few Essence input nodes/switches in it. “Were you playing with it earlier?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “There’s a residual effect. Like a drawdown after use. I can barely see the buttons as is. This might be an invisible portal after it fades away. One that you can only use if you know where to throw some Essence. These input ports are not normal.” 
 
    “Fascinating. We can discuss it after we deal with whatever comes through.” 
 
    “We may have to kill them,” Cora pointed out, “in order to hold this location.” 
 
    “Try not to, or we’ll have two armies to deal with.” 
 
    “I’m just saying…” 
 
    She left it at that as they all waited patiently inside while the war raged beyond. Cora monitored the battlemap and issued a few orders where she felt appropriate, but the Paladin knew what they were doing. The trailblazers had helped encode their genome with the proper procedures, but you couldn’t program intuitiveness and adaptation. You had to figure those out as you gained experience, and the Paladin here had some, but not much. Fortunately the Vargemma were not well equipped or that bright, but like always they had numbers. It was the added Essence weaponry that really made things dicey though. 
 
    Eventually the display that only Steve and Cora could see altered, with a single marker popping up and, like Steve had guessed, had several commands with it that he could choose from. 
 
    “Hold on. Here we go,” he said, choosing a link to the portal nearest their current location, but one still thousands of miles away.  
 
    As soon as he did so the exterior marker disappeared and the real time battlemap monitoring of the inside of the Temple showed the portal slick over with the pseudo water effect…then a moment later a ship winked into existence sticking partway out of it. 
 
    A Knights of Quenar ship.  
 
    “It worked!” Steve said as a slew of additional markers popped up on the exterior of the Temple once they saw the first ship get pulled inside. “We have a KoQ battlecruiser inside now.” 
 
    “Welcome to the Party,” Cora said inside her helmet as she sent a signal out through the Paladin relays to disguise her current situation. “Get to this location now and defend it without killing anyone or the Caretakers will join in the fight against you.” 
 
    “Are you secure?” a Knight of Quenar responded. 
 
    “Not for long. I don’t think they knew about the ships waiting outside,” she said as another ship came through the same portal as more shimmering puddles began to appear in all of them around the Temple interior, “or they would have taken this facility back by now. We’ve located a hidden Den’gar portal in the tower that they can use to send assassins to stop us, so get us some Essence-capable troops down here to hold it. There are only two of us right now with Paladin backup.” 
 
    “We will come immediately,” the KoQ said as another three of their ships emerged inside the Temple, but all at different locations, spread millions of miles apart. A second ship had emerged directly behind the first, but apparently the portal system was not fast enough to let them all enter all together, and Steve was right to get them in here as fast as possible before the Vargemma had a chance to really react. 
 
    “Cora, I have to do this manually for each ship.” 
 
    “Shit,” she said, keeping her eyes on the inactive portal before her. “How much Essence is it taking you?” 
 
    “I’m fine for a half hour or so. After that I might be in trouble.” 
 
    “I’ve got KoQ on the way to back us up. We just have to hold until they get here,” she said as the wall niche suddenly lit up visually. Red vertical bars appeared, broken at various points, then a shrill whistled followed. Probably warnings to get away so no accidental fusings took place. She and the Paladin were half a room away, with several of the lizard bodies physically blocking Steve as he mouse-clicked ship after ship inside.  
 
    Cora took a step closer, leaving the Paladin as flankers as she would draw the first attention of whatever came through, then unknown to the others due to her armor, her hair went blonde and her reflexes increased to nearly instantaneous as she waited for the pop of displaced air soon to come that would precede the first of many travelers hell bent on their destruction. 
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    A ripple of air washed out from the momentary vacuum that was quickly replaced with the air from the travel bubble and the two individuals held within it. Both were Jestiv, standing some 8 feet tall and covered in feathers…but they couldn’t fly. They looked more like gorillas than birds, with more mass than a Calavari and T-shaped heads with a trio of eyes on each end.  
 
    As soon as they appeared the Paladin fired stun blasts at them, as did Cora from his wrist-mounted weaponry, seeing them hit shields on the unarmored Jestiv…then a flash blinded her, with her quickly purging the telepathic technique as she felt an attempted intrusion into her mind. Her Ikrid block prevented it, but the Saven-like psionic didn’t require access and worked its effect on the Paladin, keeping them blinded for several seconds. 
 
    Cora washed the effect away, having practiced against true Saven many times in the past to increase her rate of response…and then when her mind cleared she used her Ikrid to transmit the location of the two Jestiv to the others before they recovered, allowing them to start firing again enough to down the first of the intruders before it could act again, but not the other. Cora saw a brief Essence wave appear in front of her and she responded with a solid Essence barrier…but it wasn’t enough to stop her from being hit with a concussive Essence slap that threw her across the room and into the far wall.  
 
    Her barrier actually held up, but was pushed back with her under extreme force…meaning these invaders weren’t run of the mill Vargemma. They were highly skilled Essence users. 
 
    As she bounced back up to her feet her body was caught in an Essence grip…as were all the Paladin. Their weapons turned upward and away from the standing Jestiv as the portal behind them begin to light up and whistle, indicating more were incoming. Cora was able to use her own Essence to push back against the grip just enough to slide out of it, but all the Paladin were stuck and they were in trouble and Steve knew it, for he sent a battlemeld prompt to Cora before likewise slipping out of the grip and abandoning his post, meaning for the moment no more ships could come through. 
 
    Both of them ran across the room, but not towards the Jestiv. They flanked it on either side, trying briefly to hack its mind, but as they suspected it had considerable telepathic defenses, so they extended a Neofen conduit between them, creating an invisible ‘clothesline’ that ran into the Jestiv and dragged him backwards as they passed, then with a little Lachka slap from them both, they rolled him into the portal…which caused it to temporarily deactivate due to the obstruction. 
 
    Steve got knocked aside by an Essence slap, but Cora launched a Jumat blast into the enemy and drove him back another meter as he tried to get out of the way to allow additional reinforcements in. The Paladin, with their limbs now free again, started firing and as the two Archons kept the Jestiv pinned, and enough of the blasts got through his weakened shields to hit his Essence barriers that replaced them. That provided enough of a distraction that the Jestiv couldn’t keep pushing Steve and Cora away from him over and over again, and soon Cora got within touching range and delivered a punch to his gut that a hasty Essence grip caught inches away from his chest. 
 
    Then Cora released a localized Fornax field that didn’t reach all the way back to the Paladin, and it caught the Jestiv off guard and lowered his defenses for a split second…allowing both her fist and a slew of stun shots to get through, with Cora’s armor absorbing some of the Paladin’s missed fire as well. 
 
    The feathery giant dropped to the ground, but the victory was short lived as a force field snapped into existence over the wall the portal was in and began to slowly push outward, hitting the stunned body and moving it away from the entry area. 
 
    “Backup system,” Steve said, running back to the barrier shield interface and tagging more ships for entry clearance. “We either destroy it or fight them indefinitely.” 
 
    “If we destroy it the Caretakers will be all over our ass.” 
 
    “Buy me time then,” Steve said, maintaining the battlemeld link that made the words almost pointless, for he could sense what she was thinking and vice versa, but they had an audience that needed to be kept in the loop and he didn’t want to waste time having two conversations. 
 
    It didn’t take long until another two Jestiv popped into view behind the two stunned bodies of their kin, and once again everyone in the room opened fire other than Steve, and they all got grabbed and their weapons turned askew by the invisible power that was Essence.  
 
    The Paladin were helpless against it, but the Archons were not…though each attack required Steve to help Cora defend against it, winning the Vargemma valuable time that ships were not entering through as the naval fleets above the surface swarmed like bees everywhere. No one was sitting and watching now, other than the Olopar, with the newly arrived ships being the prime targets. 
 
    The Paladin fleet was also coming up from the surface in numerous places, but most of it was moving to cover the tower, for a huge amount of ships and aerial craft were headed their way in addition to the attackers being sent through the portal. One way or another the Vargemma were going to take it back and seal the breach, and Cora felt it was just a matter of time before they dropped their non-lethal marching orders and went full force against the tower, perhaps destroying it from orbit in order to deny Star Force its use. 
 
    They didn’t jump to that right away, but after 5 different pairs of Jestiv came through and were stunned unconscious, the 6th pair came in and immediately used an Essence technique on everyone inside that went straight for their brains. Cora and Steve were able to throw up a quick defense shield, something that they and the Knights of Quenar had recently developed, and without it the sheer pressure of the enemy’s Essence would have pushed through a nullification field and killed them the way it did the Paladin. 
 
    All of their loyal soldiers dropped to the ground dead, with the regenerators in their armor unable to fix their destroyed brains. The Jestiv had reached inside their heads and blended them up into goo within a moment, leaving Cora and Steve the only survivors.  
 
    In that moment everything changed, with both of them realizing they couldn’t play this game anymore. If the Caretakers came and killed the Jestiv for what they did, it would only be a handful of them lost. An easy sacrifice for the Vargemma to make in order to deny Star Force the barrier shield control. That meant either the trailblazers had to run away, stay here and die…or go all in. 
 
    And with the fact that all the Paladin in the room had just been killed, the choice for them was easy. Fuck the Caretakers, these bastards had to die. 
 
    Steve shook off another grip attack, one that actually tried to crush him rather than hold him in place. His defense shield took a huge amount of Essence to counteract it, and he knew his limited reserves would not work for a long fight, so they had to end this quickly. He raised his left arm and opened the armor over his palm, then he fired a green beam that punched right through the energy shield protecting the first Jestiv, ripped through his body and out the other side, hitting and wounding the other Jestiv, but not penetrating more than a few inches.  
 
    Cora fired a Jumat blast at the second one as it threw a cascade of Essence-enhanced lighting towards Steve, then she followed up with her own biological Bra’hem and drilled a hole straight through his chest that she flicked sideways so it cut out through the right side of his body and tore through the portal behind him. As the Jestiv fell to the ground Cora launched forward and finished up with several death saber slashes through the equipment, making sure it was no longer functional. She could have used another Bra’hem shot, but she didn’t have very many of them in reserve, and her other arm only contained a Choratrik, with the bioplasma being far less deadly. 
 
    Most high level Archons had replaced one of their bioplasma weapons with a Choratrik. Some had taken two while others kept the more easily rechargeable weapons, but the trailblazers liked having a few heavy shots to deliver when necessary…and today was definitely one of those days. 
 
    Cora could feel the damage done to Steve with the lightning attack, for some of it had gotten through his armor. Normally that couldn’t happen, but it had been Essence enhanced and that brought into play a whole new realm of physics that they hadn’t begun to fully chart. The pair was still battlemeld linked, so she could feel the regenerator instantly working to repair his burns, but they hadn’t been enough to take him down as it was, only knock him backwards and fry small parts of his armor and its interior components, but thanks to the redundant design of the nanotechnology his armor visually flowed a bit and sealed the gaps while flaking off bits of destroyed components like dandruff. 
 
    “Fuck,” Cora said, looking at all the Paladin while getting on the comm to those outside. “Vargemma just turned lethal. If you detect any Essence use, turn and run. When the Caretakers get here do not fire on them unless protecting each other. If they shoot me and Steve, ignore them unless we request help. We had to smoke two of their special forces and destroy some equipment, so we’re probably on their shit list now.” 
 
    Steve went back over to the console while she was talking and started letting more ships in, all the while both of them noticed the immediate shift in naval assets above. Those that had been heading towards the incoming Knights of Quenar ships and the few new Paladin vessels now coming through were turning around and heading straight for the tower.  
 
    “They’re going to obliterate this place,” Steve warned, letting ships in as fast as he could. 
 
    “I know. Already working on an escape route.” 
 
    “We’re not going to get enough through,” he said, releasing the battlemeld but still keeping an eye on the entire room with his Pefbar. 
 
    Cora switched comm channels and linked to the incoming KoQ, some of which were already engaged in battle against isolated Vargemma ships and totally owning them with their own disabling weaponry. 
 
    “Be advised, the Vargemma have gone lethal and I think they intend to either overwhelm or destroy this tower to deny it to us. We’ve had to kill two of them and destroy the portal they were using to get inside, so the Caretakers are going to be engaging as well. We are not going to be able to hold open the door for much longer.” 
 
    “Then we have but one choice,” one of the ship captains responded. “We must fight both parties with our full weaponry.” 
 
    “The Caretakers will engage their Olopar and obliterate us,” Cora warned.  
 
    “Are they programmed to destroy parts of the Temple?” 
 
    “I don’t know, nor do I know how many ships they have or if they can override our control here.” 
 
    “If the shield control is destroyed or captured, we have no other way of gaining entry. We must maintain it at all costs.” 
 
    “I agree with that part, but the Vargemma have a lot more weaponry than we do if they go with Essence.” 
 
    “They will also have to fight the Caretakers, but the Caretakers will not intervene to protect the control room. They will only respond to its destruction. We must act first. There is no other option.” 
 
    Before Cora could respond the battlemap showed a number of Knights of Quenar ships disappearing from the clusters they were in…then a massive storm rocked the troops outside as the atmosphere above them was torn apart, throwing winds around at hundreds of miles per hour at the surface and thousands of miles per hour at altitude. Out of those winds came some of the KoQ ships with visible damage as they emerged inside the atmosphere using their ship-sized Den’gar…but one that wasn’t suited for use other than in vacuum, meaning the air molecules were being shoved aside as the ships plowed into them with its previous momentum while reintegrating with them at the same time. 
 
    The entire crew must have been eviscerated with air molecules injected into their bodies if that was the case, for numerous systems on the ships were malfunctioning…some exploding…as their molecular makeup was altered by the new atoms popping in out of nowhere, and in the case of the occasional overlap, mini fusion detonations were occurring. 
 
    Cora couldn’t believe what she was seeing, but somehow the 6 ships managed to stay floating 32 miles above them, then some of their weapon systems fired down on the troops assaulting the Paladin ringing the tower. Not all of it got to ground, for some of the weapons batteries exploded the moment they were activated, but a lot of their thin silver beam technology…whatever it was…remained intact enough to function…and kill the Vargemma with surprising efficiency once the Paladin quickly allowed the weaponsfire to get through the outpost defense shield.  
 
    “They are crazy,” she said to Steve.  
 
    “This is about to spiral out of control unless they take the hit for us, and I don’t think there are enough of them to do it. We…” 
 
    “I see it,” Cora said, noting several ‘blinks’ appearing on the battlemap as some of the survivors of the orbital bombardment outside started heading towards the tower and skipping from point to point through the Essence Realm. They hadn’t been doing so previously, probably because they weren’t allowed to use their many lethal skills, but now it seemed they were past that and coming straight here.  
 
    “They can’t jump through without running into stuff. They have to have vision.” 
 
    Cora looked up. “Stupid windows.” 
 
    She took off and flew upward, rising to the level of the ring of windows that were letting in natural light around the edge of the ceiling in an arc. That’s the way they’d have to come in, unless they chose an outside path and traveled through the hallways later.  
 
    But some of them didn’t make it, for the ships above predicted their path and threw down as much firepower as they could without hitting the Paladin and managed to make a few kills, but some still got through to the base of the tower. Instead of fighting the troops there, they just bypassed them whenever possible, then disintegrated the entry doors along with any Paladin standing in their way, gaining them entry from below. 
 
    Cora floated back down, then began telekinetically lifting the stunned Jestiv bodies in front of the two entry doorways while giving them additional stun shots. Her troops were dead, but these weren’t yet. She wasn’t going to kill them in their sleep, but if their buddies didn’t mind going through them that was their problem. They had telepathy and could sense them through the walls, so it wouldn’t be an accident if they did. Plus some probably had a Pefbar version and could Stargate their way through the walls at close range, but if they wanted to physically open up the doorways they’d have to go through their own troops one way or another. 
 
    “Trailblazer Cora,” a tortured voice said from one of the KoQ ships above them. “Establish a Beacon for us.” 
 
    “The Vargemma can use it too,” she warned. 
 
    “They will reach you before us if you do not. At least 38 got through your perimeter. Can you hold them off alone?” 
 
    “My Beacon skills are not good,” she admitted. They’d been practicing with the KoQ earlier, and she couldn’t propel anyone yet at sufficient speed, but she might be able to catch one moving slowly…though she doubted it. It was a lot harder than they made it look. 
 
    “Highlight a perimeter that is safe and we will do the rest. You need not stop our momentum, only mark our destination.” 
 
    “Six meters suspended in air,” she said, floating up above the open floor with a ring of dead Paladin surrounding it. “Tell me when you’re ready. I don’t want them here first.” 
 
    “Standby,” the voice said with an audible cough, making Cora wonder just how much atmosphere he had shoved into his body and how good their healing technology was. “Begin.” 
 
    Cora tilted her head back and lit up her Beacon, which was a technique that caused an enormous amount of Essence flow without consuming it. The disturbance could be seen a great distance by those with vision for it, but an exact point was not possible until she forced it down into a smaller and smaller position, held above her. When she’d said ‘suspended in air’ it had a double meaning. It meant the KoQ had to come in above her to avoid hitting her, as well as letting them know they’d be dropping a fair distance afterwards. 
 
    She forced her glowing orb some 10 meters over her head, projecting it from her center of mass rather than any outstretched limbs, only to have a Gevdak pop up beside her with a loud crack before she even had the Beacon half condensed.  
 
    Steve’s body shot across the room and tackled the Gevdak, knocking it to the side then blowing its armored pod into the far wall with a Jumat blast…then he followed up with several wrist-mounted Dre’mo’don shots to get its shields down, then finished it off with a stun blast rather than cracking the case and allowing the aquatic to suffocate to death in the air.  
 
    Cora ignored him as much as she could, focusing on the making her beacon more and more visible, then when she had it as tight as she could get air pops that sounded like gunshots started to ring out above her…with robed Knights of Quenar dropping around to the ground below in a defensive ring around her floating feet. 
 
    Feeling quite a bit more comfortable, Cora held position as more and more Knights dropped in, then another Gevdak moved in between the dropping Essence bubbles, able to see them clearly to avoid hitting them, then launched a disruption attack directly into one of the Knights of Quenar that had just emerged and was unable to get a second’s warning. He exploded in a rush of gas and so hard it knocked Cora to the side, dragging her beacon with her, and she had to fly back into position to keep the other Knights from emerging into the walls or surrounding equipment. 
 
    The Gevdak didn’t live more than 5 seconds after that, with the Knights killing him with some invisible technique, for the small pod dropped to the ground and didn’t move again.  
 
    “Protect the Archons!” one of them yelled in their own language, with a few moving out to the doorways and popping through them using their Den’gar so they could spread further out and give them a greater defensive perimeter. 
 
    This isn’t going to be enough, Steve said to her telepathically as he returned to allowing ships inside the Temple. They’re the JV team compared to the Vargemma in Essence skills, and those 6 ships aren’t going to last very long when the other fleets get here. 
 
    I know, she said as more and more Knights rained down around her, ready to fight and die to buy them a few more seconds and a few more ships’ entry into the Temple. 
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    Samsiv watched the battles occurring in space, in the air, and on the ground from a protective lair deep under the surface. No one knew where he was, nor that he even existed, and that’s the way Viceroys preferred it. Direct combat was not their way, though they were certainly built for it if necessary. No, his mind was his weapon, and as he watched the situation unfolding in the Temple he knew the Vargemma had won. They were willing to suffer a small scale Caretaker backlash in exchange for neutralizing the barrier shield command center, and soon they’d have enough ships and troops there to do it. Two trailblazers, reinforced with Essence-wielding Knights of Quenar, were not going to stand a chance against troops with far more experience and power with regards to Essence. 
 
    If he had naval advantage they might have been able to make a fight of it, but he didn’t. The few ships the Knights of Quenar had sacrificed to get over target were not going to last once the Vargemma got there, and Samsiv didn’t have enough ships to send, even if he activated Operation Blindfold. There was no way he could fight this with the Olopar ready and able to bombard everything out of existence on the surface. The same would happen in space if he told the Paladin to switch from stun combat to full combat, and there was no way, with these numbers, that his troops could win unless he did that.  
 
    And doing so would get them all wiped out. The command center would be cleansed of people, perhaps rebuilt if it was destroyed, and the doorway the fleet was using to slowly come in would be shut again until another Essence-capable team got back to it…but there was no way the Vargemma would let that happen a second time. And if the trailblazers died, he didn’t have anyone to replace them. Same went for the Knights of Quenar, which was why he was organizing a rescue operation to pull them out of there before they got killed. 
 
    But as he was summoning troops to their location, something changed. The KoQ ships coming into the Temple were becoming less in number and more Paladin ships, as well as a scattering from other Star Force factions, were beginning to show up. Including an Avenger-class warship. 
 
    It was a brand new ship, designed and commissioned only in the last decade after the Uriti’s ability to donate Essence was discovered. That Avenger alone held numerous Magicite canisters, along with at least 3 different types of Materia weapons. Samsiv didn’t have the latest ultra-secret updates, but he knew what the ships had been designed for…and that was to take out Olopar, Lurkers, and other highly dangerous fleet killers.  
 
    And onboard was at least one Archon or Maverick capable of Essence use. There had to be in order to operate the weapons. Star Force didn’t have the technology of the Founders that allowed machines to do it. There had to be a wielder present to fire them, so now there was at least one more Essence user in the field, but that wasn’t what intrigued him.  
 
    Almost as if he had known his thoughts, a message from that ship was transmitted to the Paladin comm network and it found its way to Samsiv. It was from Thrawn, and coming through a much more direct method than the slow interchange system. It was a tactic that Samsiv had been mewing himself, but was far more heavily worked out by the elder Paladin. Now, if only there was… 
 
    Yes. Thrawn had anticipated well, for there was a second Avenger-class warship coming through a portal, and if he knew his Viceroy mindset well, there would be more coming. Thrawn couldn’t see what was happening except on considerable delay, so it was Samsiv’s decision to make up until the time that Thrawn came through, but that was unlikely. He was too valuable, and he would have to sneak in at some point outside of combat, but every ship entering was obvious and being tagged for interception by the Vargemma. That meant this was Samsiv’s fight, and the tactic that Thrawn had given was not an order, but rather an option if needed to be used. 
 
    If Star Force tried to fight in a way that wouldn’t trigger the Caretakers, then the Vargemma would win. And with Star Force unable to learn the necessary powers to manually activate the portals for years to come, at the minimum, the barrier shield access system was their only option. If the Vargemma retook it, it was possible they might know a way to lock it down again. If that happened, it would be game over for decades to come.  
 
    Samsiv would stay and fight the long fight if needed, but that would mean Star Force worlds would continue to burn as a consequence of their failure here. The chess game they’d been playing in the Temple with the Paladin had just turned into checkmate for the enemy. So the Viceroy either had to start prepping for the next long game, or begin a new one right here and now. 
 
    He ran the calculations through his mind, as much as he could given the limited amount of time as the Knights of Quenar ships began to take long range fire from the approaching Vargemma fleets that his Paladin ships were harassing as much as they could, but they would not be able to hold out for long. Even with the few Caretakers warships rising from the surface to deal with all the ships that were attempting to, or succeeding to kill others, the numbers were not adding up. If the Vargemma acted fast, they would be done with the task before a sufficient Caretaker response could be mounted to stop them. 
 
    Samsiv had preprogrammed orders already prepared for this moment. He’d had them from the beginning, though he’d expected never to use them. That hadn’t stopped him from writing them, along with many others he never expected to use, for battle favored those who were prepared for the unexpected. And Viceroys favored adding whatever odds they could to their future success through tedious, and often mundane work that others would not bother with. 
 
    When he made the decision there was no hesitation and no wasted time. He triggered the rescinding of Code Blue, along with battle plans to fight both the Vargemma and the Caretakers simultaneously, and sent them out to all Star Force forces within the Temple with a single press of a mental button within the hidden command nexus that he stood. 
 
    Moments later, as he was writing new orders incorporating Thrawn’s suggestions, he saw the battlefield shift radically. The harassing drones and warships he had engaging the Vargemma suddenly turned into ravagers as they activated their lethal weaponry, tearing into the weaker enemy ships that had already been using their lethal weaponry on the drones and stun weapons on everything else. 
 
    The Paladin vessels tore into the Vargemma, and in a very short time completely undid the reinforcements heading towards the now 5 KoQ ships over the trailblazer tower, for one of the vessels had already fragmented and impacted the ground nearby, thankfully landing on Vargemma troops and not Paladin. 
 
    He assumed that was due to some piloting ability left in the doomed ship, but the Paladin troops all around the perimeter of the tower were now moving rapidly as they switched to lethal weaponry. The Vargemma troops began to get mowed down as the Paladin were no longer required to hold back. They had orders to shoot and kill everything on sight, Vargemma or Caretaker, because they all knew the heavy hand was coming down soon, as this was now a war to their death unless both the Vargemma and the Caretakers could be destroyed first. 
 
    And that’s what his second set of orders were for, and when completed a few moments later he sent them out to the two Avengers already inside the Temple, ordering them and their Archons to immediately move to the nearest Olopar in the vicinity of the tower, and to preemptively take them out. 
 
    He didn’t like killing the crews onboard, for they had no control over the craft, but he couldn’t wait for them to evacuate…though he did simultaneously send a message in the open to all Vargemma, telling them to abandon the Olopar immediately or die. Whether or not they did was up to them, and it was quite possible they didn’t have enough escape craft onboard to do so, but if he didn’t kill the Olopar soon they’d murder his fleet and surface troops just like the one had previously.  
 
    Whether the Vargemma would turn and run or go all in he did not know. They’d suffered from the Olopar attack far more than the Paladin had, so maybe they would be hesitant. He hoped so, but wasn’t counting on it. This was soon to be a 3-way war, two with people and one all machine army with hidden assets he wasn’t aware of. He didn’t like fighting against an enemy that he didn’t fully know the potential of, but battle did not always allow you foresight. Sometime you were forced to dive in and figure things out as you went, and today was going to be a day that all Star Force would remember as an example of just such a scenario, regardless of how it played out… 
 
      
 
    Levi-145 was commanding the first of the Avengers to come into the Temple, and when he had received Samsiv’s ‘suggestion’ he didn’t hesitate to follow it. Archons didn’t get caught up in chain of command issues. What they valued was who was right, and while a Paladin Viceroy didn’t outrank an Archon, let alone a second gen, he was the current field commander with far more knowledge of what was going on than Levi had. And after a brief analysis to confirm the wisdom of the order, he chose to follow it and accelerated the Banner towards the far off command center tower that was an eighth of the way around the perimeter from the ship’s entry point. 
 
    Other ships were much farther away, and some closer. It seemed they were coming through whatever portals were available as fast as possible rather than all coming through the same one. That was problematic, but if they were on the clock and needed as many ships inside as they could get, then it made sense. But the Banner was so far away he wasn’t going to get there in time to help Cora and Steve…but then again, he didn’t have to. His mission was the Olopar, and there were many closer than he could get the attention of now and hopefully draw them away from the tower, for he saw the Clint entering from a closer portal.  
 
    “Head straight to the tower,” he told the sister ship on a fairly lagging comm channel due to the distance involved, “and begin poaching Olopar. I’m going to engage them here first, and hopefully that will pull them this way.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Raven-266 to respond, altering course and adding Essence to the engines to increase speed along the upper atmosphere where the Temple’s artificial gravity still worked. If he was going straight to the tower he would have taken a straight shot across the inner vacuum, but the nearest cluster of Olopar was not too far away, situated near a station thousands of miles above the surface.  
 
    The Banner skimmed the surface until they were under that point, then slammed to a halt and launched itself upward towards the three distance Olopar. Levi sat down into the chair that suddenly formed in his command nexus, with him resting a hand on each armrest, through which he was going to operate part of the Materia weapon systems. He had 6 more Archons onboard that were Essence capable, one of which had just ran up the engines at his command. Now they would all take the critical systems from around the ship as he tagged the closest of the Olopar as their first target. 
 
    The Vargemma ships at the station had moved out towards them long ago, but the Olopar just sat there. Either the Caretakers had locked them down or the crews didn’t bother moving because they knew they were unable to fire the weapons. Regardless, they just floated next to one of the stations that built the impressive weapons. The Avengers were far smaller than the 72 mile long Olopar, at only 16 miles long and shaped like a knife set up on edge and with the off center tip at the upper side. Someone had said they looked like ‘cleavers’ but the name hadn’t stuck.  
 
    That shape gave them a very narrow forward silhouette, and that allowed them to concentrate the shields over that location multiple times as they made attack runs on a single target, with now being such a case. The conventional weaponry opened up on the Vargemma ships as they passed them by, but Levi didn’t waste any Essence on the inferior ships. The Banner’s shields held up as they passed each other by, with the Vargemma skidding to a stop in the low grav environment and trying to reverse course to follow them when the Star Force ship deftly dodged their attempted trap block and sailed right through heading towards the ships no sane person would attack. 
 
    But this wasn’t the first Avenger attack on an Olopar. Star Force had gotten its first Avenger/Olopar combat weeks ago, with the news of its success having reached the fleet outside Alpha Temple in the last two days, so Levi had that data aiding his calculations as he sought to take on 3 single handedly. The advantage here was that the Caretakers wouldn’t fire first, so he needed to do maximum damage in the first few seconds, and to do that they were going to have to fire on all of them simultaneously. 
 
    He only had two Tar’vem’jic in the ship, so if he was going to attack soon he would have to leave one standing. The Archon monitored the progress of the Clint, not wanting to hold off long enough so it made the first attack. The triple assault would have to be abandoned, because their sister ship was would be within extreme firing range within 24 seconds, and the third Olopar here was just a little too far out. 
 
    With a thought he sent firing commands to the other Archons, and along with him they fired two Tar’vem’jic, enhanced with Essence, at the two closer Olopar. The thin orange beams leapt out from what looked like a tiny ship, though both images were deceptive given the sizes involved. The beams were actually quite thick, and when they slammed into the Olopar they hit Essence shields that barely raised in time. Had they been reliant on the living crews they would have got through, but the automated Caretaker systems didn’t suffer from any delay. 
 
    But the beams didn’t shut down. They continued to stream energy into the Olopar until both of them cracked…literally. The shields were penetrated and the hulls were punctured, then huge cracks formed in the central ball before sheering off one star spike on the left target and two on the right. The Tar’vem’jic hadn’t cut them off, but rather something inside had fractured and caused the massive damage. Levi hoped they were out of commission, but he didn’t know that for sure. The third Olopar, however, began to move out to reinforce them immediately, but even it couldn’t match the range of the Tar’vem’jic. 
 
    Levi waited until it came within range, then hit it with two beams as well, one upper sphere and one lower sphere, and the entire thing cracked in two as he personally saw an Essence bloom out from it. It was invisible to sensors and normal vision, but he could see the explosion of the contained Essence inside its well. Whatever was left of the ship was going to be powerless, as far as the big weapons were concerned, but the other two were not yet out of commission.  
 
    Levi slowed their speed and used the Tar’vem’jic to finish the kill on the other two, with one of them attempting to run away. It couldn’t match their speed and the takedown was made fairly quick, with one important lesson being learned. 
 
    The Caretaker-run Olopar didn’t have any weapons that could match the Tar’vem’jic’s range. If they did they would have been used instantly, for there was no crew to debate on what to do or any reason to hold back. Even now the Olopar all across the Temple were moving…and all moving towards the Banner, because his ship was the one that had killed an Olopar. That meant, per their programming, he had to be destroyed…and it was drawing them away from the other combat across the Temple, up until the Clint opened fire and destroyed another. 
 
    Wisely their sister ship raced up away from the surface as it did so, drawing more attention off the tower with the trailblazers in it, even as it released an area of effect weapon known as a ‘popper’ into the middle of one of the Vargemma fleets. It was a concussive energy weapon, similar to Jumat, but it exploded outwards in a spherical range like a bomb. Only it was enhanced by Essence and pushed ship into ship as it battered them into dented hulks, some 283 of them simultaneously, peeling off the major threat to the now 3 remaining KoQ ships over the tower. 
 
    But then the Banner shook from a hit, a massive hit that was only survived by Essence-enhanced shields. What it would have done to the ship he didn’t know, for it didn’t match any known Olopar Sha’mesh, which was what their pre-weapon summoning matrix was called. 
 
    Levi saw the source of the attack and grimaced. It was from the surface of the Temple, in a newly raised mountain that had been hiding underneath the landscape. Apparently the Sphere itself had Essence weaponry beyond just the Olopar, and the Banner was well within range of the surface, being only some 5,600 miles above it.  
 
    “Down,” he said, not sure if they could run from it or not. Their shields had just taken a 43% hit, even with the Essence enhancement, so they could only survive one more strike of that magnitude. That meant they either had to take out that mountain or run so fast it couldn’t hit them…and in the low gravity environment beyond the surface, their maneuvering options were limited enough to make that questionable.  
 
    “Take it out before it takes us out!” he told the others via comm while operating one of the Tar’vem’jic himself. It was charged up again, conventionally, with plenty of Essence ready to be added in a split second, but if one shot wasn’t enough to take out that mountain then this engagement was going to end badly… 
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    Raven didn’t engage the Olopar with the Clint as soon as the Banner did, so the Caretakers didn’t response as quickly to her ship and she got a chance to see the massive mountain weapon rise up and fire on the other Avenger before one began to rise up near her. The Archon immediately broke off the attack on the second Olopar near her and swung around at the maximum possible speed towards the surface, firing the forward pair of Tar’vem’jic when they came within the narrow targeting cone off the bow. 
 
    The two beams sunk deep into the shields covering it, failing to penetrate, but she could see with her own Essence-enhanced eyes the disruption the weapons were causing as a Sha’mesh began to form at the peak of the mountain beneath those shields. Fortunately her ship was not at maximum range, and a single Essence-enhanced orb leapt from the Avenger and traveled at a much slower pace down to the mountain than the nearly instantaneous Tar’vem’jic. 
 
    That orb was the traditional ‘bloon’ technology that bottled destructive energy in order to transmit it across long distances to target. Energy that could not be formed into a cohesive beam like the Tar’vem’jic. It would do a lot of damage on its own, but Star Force had found a way to lace it with Essence in order to make it extra corrosive and when it hit the mountain’s shields it momentarily smashed against them, deforming and breaking across the curved defensive barrier, then the remains fell like rain down onto the weapon as the shield overloaded.  
 
    The Tar’vem’jic continued to fire their constant beams, boring down into the mountain but not finding any critical systems as the Sha’mesh formed into a beam and shot out to hit the Clint. Raven’s enhanced shields held up, but like the Banner her ship couldn’t stand up to more than two of those shots. Fortunately the bloon residue dropped onto the mountain and ate into it like hungry acid, exploding out the resultant residue like a smoldering firecracker that prevented another Sha’mesh from forming, though the mountain looked more or less intact. 
 
    “Hit it again,” she ordered, cycling off the Tar’vem’jic before they burned out and pumping Essence into more bloons. Three more rained down and shredded the top of the mountain, capping it in an expanding debris cloud that obscured it from view. 
 
    No other mountains poked up nearby to fire on them, but three Olopar were moving into firing range…one close and two further away…forcing her to turn her attention back to them as she noticed the Banner get clipped by another shot just as it finished off its own mountain turret. 
 
    “Damn,” she said to herself, seeing one of the Tar’vem’jic on her sister ship go down. She couldn’t let that happen to her ship, for there was only one more coming. The Cap hadn’t arrived in the Temple yet, and if they lost weapons in exchange for trading fire with those long range turrets they’d never win this battle. She had to get further away from the Olopar and poach them from range…but without getting too close to another mountain turret, wherever they were. 
 
    She checked the battlemap and made inquiries as she launched another Tar’vem’jic attack on the nearest Olopar while flying her ship sideways further up from the surface. They had to point the ship to target the big guns, which was a huge disadvantage, but it was well worth it in exchange for the insane knockdown power. As they got more altitude, she confirmed that the Paladin had no knowledge, actual or rumor, about these mega turrets…which meant they didn’t know how many more were out there or where they were. And she didn’t want to find out by taking hits from them either… 
 
      
 
    Samsiv received Raven’s request for search parties, and then ground assaults if practical against the newly revealed mountain turrets. Now that he knew what to look for he had a decent chance of finding them, but since they were buried under more than at least a kilometer of dirt and rock, scanning for them would be difficult unless you knew where to look. He was going to have to use his intellect and the resourcefulness of his researchers to guestimate where they were. Until then, the Archons’ new ships had to stay within the now cleared areas, which gave them limited engagement capability. 
 
    But one of those areas had the control room tower in it, and that’s the one spot in this sphere that they had to hold. Seeing that there was now a real chance at victory, Samsiv activated Operation Blindfold, with massive explosions occurring on the exterior of the Temple near one of Thrawn’s fleets. The Essence barrier shield was still in place and unaffected, but debris flew out through it with no warning. Fortunately Thrawn had prepared for that with standoff ships ready to catch and remove that debris, then long blocky chains of drones stacked together began to move into precise coordinates that they couldn’t see at first, but then several little beacons emerged from beneath the Essence barrier, marking the newly created conduit on the other side. 
 
    The first of those drone chains, some 596 units long, poked into the blackness and began to feed itself through into the unknown. As each drone passed the field its computer systems were blanked, making it ballistic, but a crude receiver got a specialized signal as soon as it was on the other side, triggering a reboot and rewrite of all operational systems from crystal backups. That wasn’t quick, but these drones had been configured to make it fast, and over the following minutes the drones began to return to functionality as the entire chain was pulled up a pre-made conduit shaft via mooring beams as it headed for the surface. 
 
    Before it got there another explosion occurred, opening the top of the shaft to the surface. Caretaker units would be dispatched to repair the damage to the exterior hull immediately, which the Paladin would fight to keep the entryway clear…along with 27 other channels that were also exploding and opening up for more chains to pass through. Thrawn couldn’t get a living crew through, but they could send a lot of drones to assist in the battle…though at the cost of revealing the painstakingly built tunnels that were each more than a mile wide and constructed without either the Vargemma or the Caretakers knowing about it. Only the endpoints couldn’t be finished without giving it away, though the necessary explosives had been put in place to quickly open them when needed, and Samsiv had decided that day was today. 
 
    By the time the first of the drone chains rose up into the atmosphere inside the Temple, the leading drones were now fully functional and ordered to disconnect from the chain and head up to the fight where Paladin remote pilots would add them to the existing fleets, regardless of what type of drone they were. Some were Paladin, other Human, Bsidd, Calavari, etc. There was a collection of many from different factions, and though they were shaped differently in some cases, all were capable of being flown and fought with any Star Force control ships or ground control apparatus…the latter of which was the case for the most part in this growing fight, though a few more drone-laden warships were coming through the portals along with a scattering of other craft. 
 
    Some of those other craft were Canderous warships, which were the size of control ships but totally drone operated. There were no Seda coming through the portals, which were large enough to accommodate the smaller ones, but that didn’t mean their oddly large ships wouldn’t be of use. Also there were remote weapon platforms, missile ships, shield ships, and a large variety of useful tools Thrawn had assembled into the most beneficial order he could concoct, not knowing how long the door to the Temple would remain open.  
 
    All those ships were scattered at different entry points, but all were rolled into the battlemap once they entered and acted as additional relays to get the control signals spread to areas where the Vargemma had previously taken down the transmitters. What looked like a chaotic and dangerous entry was actually a well-choreographed impromptu rally call, with the lethally armed ships making quick work of any isolated Vargemma units that unwisely chose to engage them. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the Caretakers to intervene, for while they had initially waited to use the Olopar only against the Avengers, of which the third finally came through along with a couple of small attached ships, they were now tagging the entire Star Force fleet as an individual enemy and activating all Olopar to engage them. The Vargemma hadn’t yet earned this, for most of the ships they were destroying were drones with no crews onboard, but if they didn’t run away from the fights then they were getting caught up in the Essence attacks as the Olopar went after the Star Force drone swarms and deleted hundreds of them in a matter of seconds. 
 
    No new mountain turrets rose up, except where the Avengers went. A third popped up and took an extremely long range shot at the Cap, indicating that it had as good of range as the Tar’vem’jic, if not more, though the accuracy was a little off. The shot only grazed the ship, but the beam intensity was still strong on impact.   
 
    Fortunately the ship had already jettisoned its two attached vessels, which were traveling away from it and across to the surface at soon as the Cap rose up through the portal. They did not get targeted, as the Avenger was the primary foe for the Caretakers, but onboard one of those two ships was a very important passenger that wanted to go as unnoticed as possible. One of the ships was a decoy that could split off to draw attention away if necessary, while the other traveled with it in a straight shot to the nearest hidden Paladin tunnel entrance in the Sphere, setting down nearby and away from any ships, troops, or cities. 
 
    Out of that ship came Thrawn with his personal guard, and into the ground they went, disappearing from view as the battles continued to rage elsewhere and more ships continued to enter through the portals, for the Clint was doing a good job of keeping the Olopar away from the tower as the other Knights of Quenar ships that had taken the slower and safer route were now arriving and decimating the Vargemma on the ground and sending down more and more troops to defend the tower against elite units using Den’gar to get inside and try to shut down the control room. 
 
    They were coming from everywhere, with numerous small ships running in to drop them off as close as they could get, then the troops were blinking from one place to another as the Paladin shot many on approach, but enough were still getting through to give the weaker KoQ a hard fight of it. Cora continued playing the last line of defense as Steve kept letting more ships in, though they were soon to switch places, or switch out with a Knight, because Steve’s Essence reserves were nearly depleted and he’d soon kill himself if he didn’t stop expending them to press the damn entry button for each ship appearing on the barrier shield.  
 
    As the battles continued, a few troop ships began to come through. They didn’t contain Paladin, but something much bigger. Oso’lon, Era’tran, and Brat’mar Knight races from Star Force were being sent in and down to the ground to fight both the Vargemma and the swarms of smaller Caretaker units that were now actively engaged against the Paladin due to the fact that they had dared kill Vargemma, and the much more serious crime of destroying Caretaker units.  
 
    When those Knight races got to ground it wasn’t even a fight. Their larger size, greater armor, and psionics literally had the Oso’lon telekinetically picking up the Human-sized Caretaker drones and squashing them in their Lachka grip. Others were pulverized in single shots from the larger weaponry they carried, including the Brat’mar’s Saroto’kanse’vam, with their facial horn weaponry tearing larger units apart with single hits.  
 
    Of the three of the them the Era’tran were the fastest over ground, rushing the fixed emplacements that began popping up around key installations and other random points and physically battering them into rubble with their heads, tails, or cutting them apart with the death saber technology built into various points in their armor.  
 
    After them came other Knight races, including flyers and even some aquatics, for there were underwater Caretaker facilities that the Paladin had also captured, but were ill suited to defend given their small size. Once a few Star Force J’gar got into the water that changed, with the aquatic Caretaker units being no match for the masters of the oceans.  
 
    Knight races also dropped down around the control tower, reinforcing…and in truth relieving…the Paladin as they established a much larger and better defensive perimeter against all kinds of crawling Caretakers emerging from the ground and moving to engage them. Some were as large or larger than the Knight races, which the Paladin had been fighting with mechs and continued to do so, but mechs didn’t have the agility or skill of the larger races…though they did often have more firepower to make up for the lack of biomass inside.  
 
    Troop ships full of mechs also arrived, some from Knight races, but many more from Axius sporting the tiniest of races that conversely had the most dangerous mechs due to their smaller cockpit size, but as more ground troops came in the situation in space got worse, for many of the hidden stations throughout the vast interior ‘void’ began to appear, spewing out large warships with even greater conventional weapons than had been seen previously.  
 
    With each escalation by Star Force, the Caretakers responded in kind and revealed more and more weaponry the Temple had created to defend itself. Star Force couldn’t back down now, for there was no negotiating with the machines. They were going to kill all who broke the rules, so the only way Star Force could survive was to run or win, and the Vargemma were quickly finding themselves in a hopeless situation and unsure of who to fight, for as more and more deaths occurred the Vargemma were drawing the attention of some of the Olopar as well…and they had nothing to defend themselves with. 
 
    Those Olopar were not targeting cities, thankfully, for the combat wasn’t occurring in them. But if all the Vargemma got tagged like Star Force had, then the entire population of the Temple would be destroyed. They’d never seen, nor heard of the Caretakers going that far before. Not here and not in any of the other Temples, but they had now against Star Force. It was made clear in the barrier cities where there were notices posted as to who the violators were and what their punishment would be…and it was stating that all of Star Force had been declared a threat to the Temple and had to be destroyed. 
 
    But they hadn’t rescinded the no-kill policy for the Vargemma, so they couldn’t aid the Caretakers in this. They either had to let Star Force retain control of the tower and see more and more ships coming in to bolster their forces, or they engaged along with the Caretakers to try and retake the control room…and in doing so got attacked for helping in the purge of the Temple violators. 
 
    And why was that happening? All due to a little programming glitch. So long as Star Force had access to any of the major Caretaker facilities and was operating them, such as the barrier shield control room, they were still listed as denizens. And denizens could not be killed by other denizens, so the Caretaker programming was conflicted. It had labeled them a threat that had to be totally purged from the Temple as far as the Caretakers were concerned, but without de-listing them as denizens the Vargemma could not assist without punishment. 
 
    That conflict of programming wouldn’t be discovered until sometime later, though it was irrelevant. Other than removing Star Force from the major facilities, the programming couldn’t be overridden or altered by the Vargemma. Only a Founder could do that, and there were none here, so the Vargemma had a choice to make. 
 
    And the choice they made was vengeance.  
 
    They would fight Star Force and kill as many as possible to aid the Caretakers and suffer the losses when the Caretakers killed them in response. Even if everyone in the Temple was killed, the other Vargemma across the galaxy could return here later and reclaim it…but only if Star Force was totally wiped out first.  
 
    Survival was no longer their objective. The purging of the invaders came first. No matter how much the cost would be in blood. The Vargemma would not share the power of the Temples with anyone. Star Force had to be removed or billions of years of advancement would be lost. And without the Vargemma, the Founders would never return to fight the Hadarak in this galaxy. They and only they could bring them back, and if they had to sacrifice everyone in this Temple to protect their destiny, then that was not too great a cost. For if they failed here and now, Star Force would destroy them all over the course of time.  
 
    The Temples must be held at all cost.  
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    Kievan-189989 was standing by inside the warship Avogadi Imperia in the newly installed ‘jump bubbles’ that all the ships going into the Temple had to have. He was the only person onboard who could use Essence, and his skills weren’t nearly as high as the other Archon Neos, but he’d trained for this one task for months after being recalled in haste from a defensive assignment along the Hula Hoop. The warship was Bsidd, with him being the only Human onboard, and it was toting more drones than it typically carried, with the extras being stuck on the exterior hull as wide as could be reasonably managed given the width of the Temple portals. 
 
    That change had only reached them minutes ago, but as luck had it the amount of drones they’d packed on anyway were not too wide, so they hadn’t had to change anything. Some of the other ships had, for when they tried to enter they went nowhere. At first they didn’t know why, but eventually a message was transmitted the long way out to the fleet that was blind to everything happening inside. As soon as the width measurements were changed the ships began getting through, though the two Borg vessels waiting here were now stranded on the outside.  
 
    They’d been hoping to jump through the barrier using the Stargate Effect the same as the others, but now it seemed that’s not how the shield was opening. They were being drawn into the interior portals, and at 327 miles wide, the Borg cubes were not even close to fitting through the 127 mile wide rings.  
 
    But their loss to the fight was not stopping the assembled fleet. Ships from all over the empire had been coming to the nearby system and refitted with what the Knights of Quenar called Den’gar jump bubbles. It was the same technique the Vargemma used to move through space undetected then pop up in the middle of nowhere or right where they wanted to be. It required a pusher, and just outside the massive sphere was a specially designed Star Force ship for just that purpose. 
 
    It was an MCV heavily modified with KoQ hybrid technology that they’d been sharing with Star Force in exchange for simultaneous access to the Temple. There were 8 different stations that could push a target ship through the sphere’s Essence barrier, though that’s not what had actually been happening. They’d been sticking there like before rather than being allowed through, though they were now, one by one, being sucked in when the Temple wanted and emerging through one of the scattered portals around the interior of the sphere.  
 
    As bad as that was, in was in, and once they got ships inside the fight would begin in earnest no matter how tough a war it would be. Kievan’s job here was simple. Use his Essence skills to activate the Den’gar bubble around the ship, thanks to the recent upgrade, and keep it active until they got inside. Apparently the portals were peeling it off once you got through, so all he had to do was basically push and hold an Essence button…something that the Bsidd crew could not do. 
 
    Once that happened he’d go to the bridge and assume command if needed, but right now he and the other Essence wielders were the only keys to get them through the barrier now that they knew they couldn’t just lower the whole damn thing. At least not in time. There was supposed to be a way, but not one available to newbs like them. Letting ships through this way was easier, and though it limited the size and speed of entry, it was still a way in. 
 
    When Kievan got the signal he trigged the device and held a small Essence current into it from his own body. It wasn’t enough to hurt him, and he could maintain it for hours if need be, but it was what the device needed to function and it made the entire warship blink out of existence from the fleet’s point of view. Only those with Essence vision and the equipment on the MCV could see it, then one of those pods grabbed hold of Kievan’s Essence bubble and pushed it into the sphere. 
 
    The travel took a couple of seconds, for the push wasn’t very fast, but it stuck as soon as it hit…then it was waiting time. Eventually, and seemingly randomly, the ship got pulled through and he could finally see inside with his Essence-enhanced eyes. Giant flower pedals and a cascade of other glowing things were visible in the blackness, and one of those flowers caught his bubble and moved the ship along it towards the center… 
 
    Then suddenly they were back into reality, with the front half of the ship sticking out of an interior portal and the Essence bubble Kievan had been controlling destroyed. He could have tried to reactivate it, but there was no point…unless the ship was about to die and he needed to avoid a lethal hit. For that reason he stayed put and monitored the action outside as the Bsidd captain immediately moved the ship out of the portal and accelerated along the inner curve of the sphere to the rally point where the war commanders were instructing them to come to. 
 
    Kievan’s jaw dropped as he got the battlemap updates. Everything had gone to hell, and not only were they fighting the Vargemma with lethal weapons, they were also more heavily engaged against the Caretakers who now had a death sentence issues for all Star Force units inside the Temple. 
 
    “Glad we got to join the party,” he said, soaking up what was happening before trying to get involved and alter the captain’s orders. The Bsidd knew their job well, so he wouldn’t have to do much, and if one of those big guns or Olopar hit them, he might need to dodge it with the jump pod…especially since a group of Olopar over top a particular section of the sphere was exactly where they were heading. 
 
      
 
    Another mountain turret opened up when the Banner got within range. An Olopar had gone down to attack several Paladin bases, wiping out two of them instantly with undefendable attacks before the Avenger got there and skewered the ship with a single shot from extreme range. But it seemed the attack had been a ploy to get the most dangerous Star Force ships in range of another of the mega turrets. 
 
    The shot that came couldn’t be dodged, but before it hit the Avenger winked out of existence, transitioning back into the Essence realm to avoid the impact as it turned away from the Olopar to line up with the newly risen mountain. Levi saw the weapon wash over his ship from within the Essence realm, passing it by but roughing up the jump bubble considerably. It popped when the beam abated, returning them to view without Levi intending to do so. 
 
    Did it overload their primitive Den’gar technology? Was that a function of this weapon, so they could shoot through and reveal hidden targets? Both were possible, but right all that mattered was the fact that the shot had done no damage to the ship and they were now vulnerable again as they sent another single Tar’vem’jic beam out towards the mountain, hitting but not destroying it before another return shot came.  
 
    It was a shallow miss as he jammed the ship sideways on gut instinct. The beam hit the Essence shields and a little bit of the skin of the ship, draining them down to 38% regardless. Levi nearly burnt out the last Tar’vem’jic as he kept it firing and jiggling a bit, meaning the end of the beam was slicing back and forth across the mountain until the next forming Sha’mesh detonated in place in a huge Essence plume that indicated the turret was now non-functional. 
 
    “Damn it, we can’t do that again,” he swore.  
 
    “Not until the shields are recharged,” another Archon said via comm from the engine/shield control board. “The rest of the fleet has to deal with the Olopars the old fashioned way.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” he said, thinking fast. “They have to take out the mountain turrets before we can engage.” 
 
    “There’s too much grid space to cover. They’re having a hard time countering the Vargemma as it is, not to mention that mega fleet headed our way.” 
 
    “I know,” Levi said, referencing a huge Caretaker fleet coming from near the artificial star in the center of the hollow sphere. “And we don’t have unlimited Essence reserves.” 
 
    “Has a tanker come through yet?” 
 
    “No,” Levi confirmed.  
 
    “Then go low. See how depressed those mountains can get.” 
 
    “It’s an inverted curve,” Levi reminded him. “The horizon is not to our advantage.” 
 
    “I bet there’s still a minimum…wait.” 
 
    “I see it,” Levi said with relief as an update to the battlemap came through marking probable locations of other mountain turrets…and there were a lot of them. Orders had gone out for ground troops to begin probing them, as well as some Paladin ships heading there to see if they’d open up and shoot them, or if they’d get some free shots off as they rose up prior to full deployment. 
 
    “Go poke one first.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Levi said, altering course. If they could get a shot off before the mountain fully rose, which took a few minutes, then they might be able to prevent it from firing altogether, though the timing was going to be tricky. These things weren’t going down with a single shot, and without a schematic of the interior he was having to learn on the go where the sweet spots were, though right now it was more effective to just shoot and scramble the interior as fast as possible until something vital was hit. 
 
    He saw farther away as another Olopar attacked the surface, destroying a Vargemma city that had Paladin in it. They weren’t fighting, but rather had been taken prisoner earlier. Apparently the Caretakers didn’t care that they were noncombatants now with all Star Force personnel tagged for death. They’d just wiped out 23,000 of them and their Vargemma guards in one disruptor attack that turned everything into atomized rubble, creating a huge mushroom cloud that extended beyond the atmosphere and into space…with the Olopar sliding out of it and heading towards its next extermination target. 
 
    The Banner couldn’t get to that one to exact revenge due to the distance, but there were others closer that he set a course for, though he was glad to see one of them be destroyed by the Star Force fleet. One of the warships involved had a single Maturia weapon in it, and that had been enough to take down the Olopar along with a swarm of drones that got reduced by two thirds. Other swarms were engaging the Olopar in space, particularly those coming up from new holes torn into the landscape and spewing out like beautiful technological volcanos. 
 
    That had to be Paladin tunnels bringing in reprogrammed drones directly from the outside…and based on the movements of the closest Olopar they knew it too, and were moving to shut them down the explosive way. When Levi saw that he knew his next mission even before an order came in from Thrawn himself to take the Avenger there and protect the incoming drones’ path. 
 
    “He found a way in. Sneaky lizard,” Levi said approvingly as he saw not one, but 387 mountain turrets between his ship and the target location. There was no way they had time for that, so they shot up away from the surface and into the weak gravity areas more or less ballistic as they skipped from one side of the sphere to another at an angle, gaining speed as they went and expending some Essence to boost the engines.  
 
    The Caretaker ships out here couldn’t catch them, for they weren’t fast enough and the interior area was vast. It would be like intercepting a ship moving from Mercury to Venus back in the Sol system, but that huge Caretaker fleet still worried him. It would arrive in the coming hours and then all hell would break loose again. He just hoped they could hold the tower long enough to get some Essence tankers in, and by that he did not mean Uriti. Even if they could get through the portal, they’d be sitting ducks for the Temple’s anti-Hadarak weaponry, so there was no way they were going to risk one here…but there were several sitting in the nearby system as Star Force ‘milked’ them for huge amounts of Essence that was being bottled up and distributed to all ships with even a single Materia weapon onboard so they would get multiple shots instead of just one. 
 
    The Avengers were outfitted with so many Materia weapons that they were burning more in this single fight than Star Force had collected in total prior to the Uriti revelation. Levi now intimately understood how valuable the Wardens were to the Lurkers, which were the biological counterparts to the Avengers. Essence was probably the most valuable commodity in the universe, and both the Uriti and Warden Hadarak were mobile production facilities for it. 
 
    Star Force hadn’t had a clue, nor had the Knights of Quenar. It was their armor and weaponry that they thought was the Uriti’s true might, but when working with Star Force the Uriti were now wielding a power far beyond anything they could accomplish alone, and vice versa. This had not been the intent from the beginning, but it was a very fortuitous karma that now gave Star Force an edge against the Founder technology left behind, but only an edge. This fight was far from won, and many more Paladin were going to die before they could kill all of these Olopar, but Levi had found their weak spot and the Avenger design was just good enough to exploit it.  
 
    Make a mistake and you’d take a few hits from the mountain turrets and die, but all an Archon needed was a small window of opportunity and they’d make it work…and now they had that. He hated seeing so many people die without the ability to stop it, but they were beyond that point now. People were going to be killed today and tomorrow and the next day…as long as this fight for the Alpha Temple went on...and what mattered most was winning. There was no way to evacuate the Paladin in time to save them. They were committed to this fight, including all the ships that had just come into the Temple without a way out.  
 
    It was win or die, and Levi was going to make damn sure it was win. 
 
    And so far, the Caretakers and the Vargemma didn’t have a weapon to counter the Avengers. He just hoped one didn’t pop up out of storage somewhere before this fight was over.  
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    When the first of the Essence tankers came through the Clint was dispatched to rendezvous with it. Ironically, it wasn’t a big ship. Just a Valkyrie-class scout reconfigured to carry Magicite, and since there wasn’t a volume limit to Essence, Star Force could pack as much into their carry canisters as their technology allowed. That was far less than the Founder carry orbs allowed, but with 806 oversized Magicite canisters crammed into the ‘small’ ship it was enough to refill a portion of what an Avenger was designed to carry.  
 
    The idea was that the most valuable cargo in the galaxy was best protected by speed rather than an escort fleet, and even in the low gravity Temple environment the Valkyrie was still the fastest ship in play, for the Caretaker technology was more buffed up than it was fast. That wasn’t a miscalculation, for they were playing defense here and power was more important than speed, but it meant both the Avenger and the Valkyrie could get together for a short period of time to enable the transfer…after which the Valkyrie was stuck. It couldn’t leave the Temple, and previously when they tried to send a small Magicite canister through the barrier shield it had been sucked dry, so bringing them in via an ‘approved’ pathway was the only way to get the Essence here. 
 
    More tankers followed, one at a time as they grouped in a specific place on the exterior once word was passed back through the information exchanger to the exterior fleet that the trailblazers were having to bring in each ship individually, and that if they wanted one in a certain place they could be tagged as such…but there was no way to identify which was which other than by their location. 
 
    So as more ships continued to be brought into the Temple as fast as possible through all the portals, a small group of tankers was prodding the barrier shield off to the side and Cora brought them in all at the same portal near to the control tower. If she didn’t they’d be too far away to get the Avengers refilled before the main Caretaker fleet arrived, and as of now it was only 43 minutes away from weapons range of the tower. She didn’t know if they were going to take it out or cleanse it of invaders, but they were heading straight here even as some Star Force ships tried futilely to draw them off their direct path across the empty Temple interior. 
 
    And that fleet was increasing in number as more hidden installations popped out ships to rendezvous with the main group rather than sending them on ahead to get picked off individually. It looked like this was the Caretaker’s final purge option and they were going to make sure it did the trick. Long rage scans had been minimal at first, but the closer they got the better look they had at what was coming…and they were both numerous and huge.  
 
    There were a lot of designs already seen, only in far greater number, but there were also massive ships with them, each over 1000 miles long and bristling with conventional weapons. So far no Essence technology was detected, but they couldn’t be sure of that until it was used. But then again, with so much in the temple requiring Essence, would they actually create Caretakers that used it? The Olopar were built for the Vargemma to use, and to do so they had to supply the Essence for it. Did the Temple have defensive ships built the same way? They had already shown their mega turrets used Essence, so it wasn’t impossible.  
 
    To figure that out a swarm of drones had been sent to engage them, knowing they would be destroyed, but hoping to do some damage and figure out what kind of weaponry these new units were packing. Meanwhile Cora kept manually bringing more Star Force ships into the Temple, with many more waiting outside. The refit facilities in the nearby system were spamming the new technology onto all relief ships arriving, with the only limitation being the number of Essence users Star Force had available. Maybe the Knights of Quenar were assisting with that too. She didn’t know, because she didn’t have time to worry about such stuff when her button pressing kept nearly her full attention. 
 
    Had it been mental, or even telepathic, she could have multitasked much better, but the Essence action required more attention. Not so much that she couldn’t watch her back, but it didn’t allow her much exploring through the battlemap as she worked. 
 
    Steve, on the other hand, was sucking air as his body slowly recovered its depleted Essence and he fought using conventional methods the streams of assassins still coming into the tower on near suicide missions trying to do whatever damage they could. The Knights of Quenar were keeping most of them from reaching the control room, but every now and then one would get close and he’d have to help to prevent them from getting to Sara and the last line of guards surrounding her, who were also ready to take her place when her Essence reserves were expended.  
 
    In the gaps between fights Steve took notice of the drone swarm as it intersected the approaching fleet. The weapons used appeared conventional enough, but the damage being done was not. There was too little taken by the enemy ships, and by the time all the drones were killed he’d figured out why. 
 
    “Sara, they’ve got Yeg’gor armor on the big ones. And I think its real Yeg’gor harvested from Hadarak.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch. Do they have Essence weapons?” 
 
    “Not that they’ve shown. Get ready to bug out. We can’t stay here much longer. The fleet can’t stop them in time.” 
 
    “Set it up and I’ll go when you say, but I’m getting every ship in that I can.” 
 
    “Deal,” he said, then ran out the nearby door to deal with another assassin that had jumped halfway into the tower interior and smoked two Knights of Quenar within a second on arrival. The debris from their disintegrated bodies flushed through the doorway as he pushed through the pressure wave, then he drove a telepathic spike into the smaller assassin’s head, distracting it momentarily before sending a Jumat blast into his four legs, knocking him to the ground as the KoQ swarmed on him.  
 
    He was dead in a matter of moments, with whatever defenses he had either depleted or momentarily dropped from the physical battering. Either way, his internal organs and brain were now goo, which seemed to be the preferred method of the Knights of Quenar for killing their opponents. Steve was saving what little Essence he had left to use as a shield against the Vargemma from doing the same to him, but he had one, maybe two blocks left in him and that was it. The trailblazer was relying heavily on the KoQ to defend Cora while the Star Force Knight races were protecting the perimeter from the conventional threats. 
 
    He got on the comm and coordinated with them to get a few evac ships set up nearby, then ordered them to heavily push the perimeter out to the point where they could run themselves, for the incoming Caretaker fleet was probably going to smoke anything left here before their fleet could find a way to do enough damage to take them out. In truth they were probably going to have to target weapon batteries only, because that Yeg’gor was going to soak up damage even if it wasn’t fully effective. Living Yeg’gor was superior to carcass hulks, which was why the V’kit’no’sat had to fashion their own design to overcome the inefficiency. That made it basically the same as the Hadarak version, and he hoped what was on the Caretakers was dead Yeg’gor. If it was another artificial version this was going to get even worse. 
 
    Two of the Avengers got to the edges of the Caretaker fleet and launched their attacks, which were quite effective. They used the Tar’vem’jic to bore holes in the big ships, then sent bloons and other packeted weapons inside to great effect, but there was so much mass in them…slightly more than a Borg vessel given their elongated coil shape…that even the Avengers couldn’t quickly kill them. And as only a machine would, they completely ignored the attacks as they continued to head straight to the control tower.  
 
    It wasn’t until the first of them got into the atmosphere, with multiple lines of defensive warships around them getting savaged by the Star Force drones, did the big ships finally reveal their true weaponry. Hatches all over the coil-shaped ship opened up and small Caretaker drones spewed out, each a little larger than a mech, and they poured down onto the surface so thick that they blotted out the distant sun. 
 
    “Time to go,” Steve said, telekinetically pulling Cora away from the terminal and towards the far door that the Knights of Quenar were also fleeing through, though most of them were blinking out of existence as they stargated their way through the walls, leaving behind a few that were acting as beacons that had to evacuate the same way the trailblazers were. 
 
    By the time they got outside a hail of colored beam weaponry was raining down everywhere there were Star Force units. The Knight races were fighting back as they fled into defensive formations, overlapping shields and turtling up, ironically sometimes alongside the giant Turtle-class mechs, as they tried to weather the storm and knock down whatever Caretakers they could, though they could hardly miss they were so thick in the sky. 
 
    The Star Force fleet was launching AOE weapons into the atmosphere, detonating in huge explosions that sent hurricane force winds down to the surface along with a rain of broken Caretakers, but one of the giant ships didn’t stay in space. The others did, some holding back their stores of attack ships for some reason, and as the two trailblazers and the last Knights of Quenar got onboard a dropship and raced across the surface while taking fire, the large ship landed around the tower, cradling it in the empty interior of the coil ship, and effectively giving it impenetrable walls that nothing was getting through except occasional gaps that were heavily covered with defensive batteries, making those approaches suicide for anything non-Caretaker. 
 
    “Looks like we lost the tower,” Cora said, cringing with each major hit to the dropship as she waited for a drone to slide in over top of them. One finally did, already half dead itself, but it took the rain for them as they raced to get beyond the landing zone along with all the other Star Force units flying or walking their way clear. “I hope we got enough through.” 
 
    “If the mountain turrets are their only Essence defense weapons, I think we did. We can fight around these big aircraft carriers.” 
 
    “Are we sure that’s the only control tower in the entire Temple?” 
 
    “It is,” one of the Knights of Quenar answered from her left in the cramped cargo bay. “Or the Vargemma would have locked down our entry method.” 
 
    “Everything else is so redundant, there might be other locations,” she argued. 
 
    “If there are, the Vargemma haven’t found them or haven’t unlocked them. What do you calculate our odds are that we will be able to quickly achieve what they have not?” 
 
    “You have a point, but that doesn’t mean we don’t look.” 
 
    “We are still getting new drones through,” Steve reminded her. “And we can expand the entry corridors if the Caretakers are busy fighting us up here rather than making repairs below.” 
 
    “That means we have to keep ourselves alive,” she said, looking the wolf-like face straight on as she pulled back her helmet. “Do you understand that? We can’t die or they win. We’re not getting any more Essence users in here. Not the easy way, at least.” 
 
    “Can you not use the same method of your previous arrival?” 
 
    “We snuck in. We’ve pretty much got everyone in that we’re going to, so we gotta fight this with the people in the field, but we can use the Paladin to build whatever else we need here over the long haul. And I think this is definitely going to be a long fight, because the Caretakers can build new ships too.” 
 
    “And what of the Vargemma?” the KoQ asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cora admitted.  
 
    “Perhaps we can make them open the portals for us.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Very few know how, and we haven’t found any yet. If we did we would have stolen the information from them.” 
 
    “Then we must find it ourselves.” 
 
    Steve shook his head. “The Responders only teach in a certain order, and we don’t have the prerequisites. It will take years or longer to get to it that way. We’re gonna have to fight this war with the people we have here, but we can bring through non-living equipment and reboot computer systems on this side if you have anything you want to order?” 
 
    “Without our people to operate it, there is not much we can do. We will assist you and your Paladin with Essence manipulation and what ships we have left. Our technology is not designed for drone applications of this level. What is our next action?” 
 
    “Depends where those other carriers go. If they try and secure other facilities we’ll have to avoid them for now. If they stay here, then we continue the fight elsewhere…” 
 
    “…assuming we can take out all the Olopar,” Cora finished. “Those are still their big guns.” 
 
    “And the mega turrets. We’ve gotta take those out via land attack,” he said, looking at several of the KoQ who were quietly listening to the conversation. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, but it’s imperative that you keep yourselves alive. Sacrifice ensures the Caretakers and Vargemma win. We have to be survivors and win through superior intelligence. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “We will endure as long as necessary to obtain the Temple.” 
 
    “Good,” Steve said with a satisfied nod. “Because we’re gonna need every one of you before this is over. Now grab some food. It may not be to your liking, and we’ll get some other stuff made up later, but right now we’re on the run and it’ll be a while before you can get back to your ships, if at all.” 
 
    The trailblazer telekinetically opened a supply crate along the wall so the KoQ could get access to it, then he pulled a ration bar over to him, opening it as it flew through the air, then bit off a chunk when it arrived in his hand.  
 
    Cora did likewise, and the Knights of Quenar reluctantly began to do the same and nibble on the strange food, then an explosion overhead rocked the ship and everyone got shoved into each other before it stabilized.  
 
    On the battlemap they saw the drone overtop of them get cracked in two, with a chunk of it falling down on top of them. The Paladin pilot successfully rolled them out of the impact before they got crunched between it and the ground, and another drone that was pacing them now became their protective cover as they continued to put more miles between them and the tower as curtains of Caretaker attack ships swarmed around it like an angry dust storm… 
 
      
 
    Levi got the Banner partially refueled before the fight came to the surface, but seeing what they were up against he didn’t push that front longer than he needed to, providing some distraction from the fleeing troops on the surface that were getting hammered hard. He actually took the ship all the way down to provide a wall for some of the Knight races to retreat behind, then giant boring holes opened up in the ground as Paladin diggers broke through like giant moles, then just as quickly ducked back down under cover, leaving a sloped road heading below ground available for the fleeing troops.  
 
    Had the Paladin not been doing that most of them would have been killed, for the attack swarms from the carriers were not holding back and forming a perimeter. They were in full eradication mode and expanding outward in coordinated swirls, sweeping all opposition away from the control tower as well as sending tendrils out to nearby Paladin bases.  
 
    Those would not be so easy to take down, but he also saw a few heading for Vargemma cities. He didn’t know what they would do when they got there, for the Paladin troops had already left those zones of contention, but that wasn’t his concern now. His job was clear, with Thrawn issuing all three Avengers a new mandate. 
 
    Hunt down the remaining Olopar and destroy them so they could force this fight into conventional warfare, leaving Star Force with the only Essence advantage. The Supreme Viceroy already had expeditions going out to the calculated locations of the buried mountain turrets in order to see what it would take to destroy them, with orders to the Avengers to stay clear and only focus on the Olopar. 
 
    Levi was fine with that, so long as they could take out the mega turrets. They had to have some defenses against surface attack, but right now Thrawn was right. The Olopar were the greatest threat to the drone fleet and the surface troops. They couldn’t mount a surface war against the turrets with the Olopar able to sweep in overhead and kill everyone in a single moment, whether it be through disruption, heart attack, acid ash, or any of their other wickedly effective weapons. 
 
    Three ships to hunt Olopar. That’s all they’d gotten through, and while it was true there were no more Avengers outside waiting to get in, there were more tankers waiting and now blocked from arriving. They couldn’t send Essence through Operation Blindfold, and the idea of recharging the ships with all the Essence users here was laughable. It would take a Uriti to do that, and nobody here came close to those levels aside from the sheer mass of the Vargemma civilization. 
 
    That meant one thing and one thing only. He had to kill the Olopar before his ship ran out of Essence. If they left even one remaining it would heavily favor the Caretakers in the long war ahead…but they could also build more Olopar over time. He didn’t know how long it would take, or how much cooperation with the Vargemma was required, if any, because the Caretakers couldn’t produce Essence… 
 
    “Shit,” he said softly as they flew towards the next closest group of Olopar, which were not moving to rendezvous with the main fleet, but pursue other targets for destruction on their own. The Temples’ had the ability to launch the Reapers to gather Essence in emergency situations, and this was about as emergency as it got, he imagined.  
 
    Maybe if they ran the Temple low enough the barrier shield would go down…but then again it might all turn to ice first. There were many variables going forward, most of which he did not favor, but this was the fight they’d been wanting and now they were committed. They couldn’t run away from it now if they wanted to. This was either going to be a perpetual war zone, a place of great victory, or a massive death trap. 
 
    Good thing Archons liked challenges. 
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    August 2, 128549 
 
    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Alpha Temple 
 
      
 
    Travis-098 and Mark-099 snuck past the outer Caretaker guards and emerged into the green exterior glad to finally be free of the labyrinth of the Founders’ interstellar grid of hidden facilities. They ran under cloak for more than a mile before finally stopping and peeling back their armor as they felt the fresh, cool air on their skin for the first time in more than a month after beginning their third trip out into the hidden grid and finally chancing a ride on one of the mag jump ships. 
 
    “No battlemap signal,” Travis said, stretching his arms over his head before flipping back through a slow backbend in just his uniform, now free of the armor interior that he’d been living in for weeks as he dropped his pack on the ground for a moment. 
 
    “Huh,” Mark added, seeing the same. “We’re either in a remote location or this is another Temple. I wonder which.” 
 
    “It’s not an ice cube, thankfully,” Travis said, telekinetically pulling out a ration bar and finally getting a chance to chew on something with his stagnation-sore jaw.  
 
    “Yeah. So now what?” 
 
    “E…at,” the trailblazer said with a full mouth.  
 
    “Use your telepathy when you’re eating,” Mark criticized as he ignored him and continued to look up at the sky and the hazy view of the inverted sphere beyond. “I’m going up to take a look. Be back.” 
 
    Go cloak in case the Vargemma are nearby. 
 
    “Duh,” he said, reactivating his armor and flying upwards a meter or so before he disappeared from view, but once he got above the treetops he could see the distant barrier cities clearly. They were not near one, but there were a few bits of shorter infrastructure visible within a few thousand miles. 
 
    He used his visual enhancement and confirmed they were Vargemma cities, but that still didn’t answer the question of where they were, so he flew higher to get more of the atmospheric haze out of the way, going up so far he had to use his armor to breathe, and the view up there was incredible. He’d never been this far up in Beta Temple, not even in a dropship, with the horizon eerily defying expectations and refusing to peel down. It rose up clearly in all directions, but was so far away it really gave a better feel for the size of space than a standard planet did.  
 
    The Temple was truly massive, and he still wasn’t higher up than the barrier cities reached. He could see over them though, at least the part that rose up in the distance, and very far off was where he finally saw smoke. 
 
    It wasn’t natural, he could tell that for sure, and pushing his visual enhancement to the max didn’t reveal much more than some object on the surface it was coming from. It had to be more than a mile wide to see it at this range, but the smoke plume dwarfed it. 
 
    “Damn,” he said to himself as he realized his mistake. That wasn’t a mile wide ship, but something far larger that only looked that small because of the distance. Without active sensors he couldn’t tell what, so he lowered his cloak since he was so far away from the nearest Vargemma city and used his active sensors to get some more data on the actual range and size. 
 
    The thing was the size of a mountain, with the upper portion jagged. He didn’t know if that was natural or damage, and the smoke itself was blocking visuals, but the basic silhouette was visible in infrared…and the thing was damn not. Not lava hot, yet it was clearly burning and the smoke was moving away from Mark’s position, so he couldn’t get any aerial analysis of the ash.  
 
    “Either that’s the biggest burn pit I’ve ever seen, or somebody got jacked.” 
 
    Mark scanned the horizon for other smoke plumes…and found three more, all even further away, but there was so much smoke coming from this one he had thought there was a chance of picking them up…and he was right. Something had happened here, and if this was Alpha Temple it didn’t fit with the Paladin’s code blue imperative. Then again, if this was a different Temple, maybe the Vargemma were fighting each other? 
 
    That didn’t make sense either. 
 
    “What’s so interesting?” Travis asked as he flew up from below and Mark sent him the coordinates of what he was looking at. “Whoa.” 
 
    “Yeah. Which way do you want to head…” he said, stopping when he picked up activity below them on his now active sensors.  
 
    “Told you to stay cloaked,” Travis noted as they saw a pair of small Caretaker drones heading up towards them.  
 
    “Why are they coming after us? Is this airspace restricted or did we trip an alarm earlier we didn’t see?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re responsible for the smoke.” 
 
    “Did the Vargemma go too far and tick them off?” 
 
    “Maybe. If that’s the case this might be Alpha.” 
 
    “I can’t get any battlemap signals.” 
 
    “I know. What do you want to do about them?” 
 
    “Say hi and see what they want.” 
 
    “Really?” Travis asked. 
 
    “We can cloak and run if we need to, and it’s not the Vargemma, so let’s see what they want.” 
 
    “The only time they care about us is when we’re somewhere we’re not supposed to be.” 
 
    “So let’s find out,” he said, dropping in altitude with Travis reluctantly following until they got close enough that they drew a silvery bolt of energy that smashed dead center into Mark’s chest shield. 
 
    “There’s your answer,” Travis said, immediately cloaking as more shots hit mark and he just took them for the moment, then he used his tier 4 psionic Po’letvo and threw a black orb at the first of them. When it hit it stuck, encasing the Caretaker patrol drone in a sphere that acted like a reverse cloaking field, blocking all exterior signals from getting through and effectively encasing the target in darkness for a few moments. 
 
    He fired a second one at the other drone, then rushed down to the first as it kept transmitting out sensor beams, but none could get back inside. It stopped moving and held position against gravity until Mark’s hands broke through the shell and grabbed hold of it in a bear hug between the weapons ports where it couldn’t shoot him. 
 
    Travis did likewise with the other and both extended intrusion probes from their armor into the drones and began hacking their internal systems based on crude programs already designed to do just that from the Paladin and transmitted back from Alpha Temple before they had left Beta. That didn’t make the hack easy, for the Founder technology had a great deal of counter-intrusion software running, but the great thing about the intrusion probes was that they were not automated.  
 
    Well, they were, but the Archons could also manually operate them and contend with the alien software on a personal basis. With the Sav enhancement both of them had, along with over 100,000 years of experience with computer mental interfaces, Travis got through after a few minutes of wrestling with the Caretaker as they tried to maneuver to shoot the tics off each other. 
 
    He was able to deactivate the weapons first, then access the memory systems as Mark got his under control a few seconds later. After that it was like peeling an onion, one layer of systems after another was being hijacked and put under the trailblazers’ control, until finally they got access to the Caretaker uplink network that fed all interconnected units orders from the mainframes hidden somewhere in the Temple. 
 
    And through that they found the kill order for all Star Force personnel, as well as all the current locations they were known to be within the Temple.  
 
    “This is Alpha and the shit has officially hit the fan,” Mark said, digging through the few other updates available to such a base unit, then he ignited his death sabers and sliced the thing into chunks before letting them drop to the ground miles below.  
 
    Travis blew his up with a bioplasma blast from his fist inside after he punched through the outer armor in frustration, making faster work of his than Mark had. “What the hell happened to plan A?” 
 
    “Maybe the Vargemma torched it. Closest known Paladin location is weeks away. Looks like we’ve got a lot of flying to do.” 
 
    “They must have destroyed the fleet, or at least the transmitters. That’s why we can’t get signals out here.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Mark said, reactivating his cloak and heading off at several hundred miles per hour as Travis slid into his slipstream and they began making the long trek across the Temple, not knowing who was still out there or what the situation was. And they weren’t going to know until they got within battlemap signal range.  
 
    Think we’re too late? Travis asked telepathically. 
 
    I don’t know. Maybe someone got here before us and took action. I don’t think the Paladin would on their own. 
 
    What are those smoke plumes then? 
 
    Not ours, Mark said with a note of pride. Whatever had happened here, someone was kicking ass, and he got a feeling it wasn’t entirely going against Star Force. 
 
      
 
    3 weeks later… 
 
      
 
    Thrawn was situated in a freshly built command node, buried deep underground and away from most other Paladin installations, but connected to many via small boring tunnels large enough to only carry a single strand of wire. A few connecting tunnels for personnel movement were also added, giving him multiple escape routes if necessary, but he was very much a spider in the growing web as he had his race expanding their subsurface infrastructure more than they were actively fighting the Caretakers. 
 
    He needed resources, and with the enemy fleet being battered after the last major fight he had the ability to destroy more of the enemy, but their industrial complex was far larger than his, so they were literally building Caretakers faster than the Paladin could kill the smaller ones. The warship-scale units were a different story, but some were still popping up regularly from subsurface locations and the hidden stations in near the center of the sphere.  
 
    The three Avengers were still operational, but all were low on Essence and holding back on the rest until another Olopar emerged. The conventional weaponry would have to be used to do all fighting from here on out, because if/when they got another Olopar operational it would take far too much to take it down without Essence, and until they could retake the control room they had no options to get more inside. 
 
    And even if they could, which was highly unlikely at this point with the giant carrier still surrounding it with a massive army of ground and air units patrolling nearby, it was possible the Caretakers had deactivated whatever the Vargemma had unlocked. The trailblazers thought otherwise, or the Caretakers would have deactivated it remotely if they had that ability. If they weren’t built to do that, then they probably weren’t built to manually interface with controls that could only be used via Essence.  
 
    Thrawn acknowledged that possibility, but it was more hope than practicality. He had to plan for the worst case scenario, and that meant a slugging match with the Caretakers able to build faster than him…for the time being. If it took centuries to accomplish he would out scale them, but for right now he had to keep the personnel here alive, including the 4 trailblazers that had already arrived…though with another update coming his way he discovered that another two, Mark-099 and Travis-098 had just been detected and nearby units were moving to pick them up. 
 
    He huffed agreeably. Two more trailblazers was a luxury he was glad to have, but in this war it was going to be machinery and manpower that was going to win so long as the Caretakers could not use Essence. If they could, more so than they’d already demonstrated, then things were going to get much, much worse. That said, their position now was decent. They were burrowed in, with few surface facilities left to defend, though they continued to hold numerous Caretaker sites that, oddly, were still taking orders from them and producing equipment and weapons at their request. 
 
    Perhaps the Founders hadn’t anticipated an enemy getting inside and being able to use Essence. The Hadarak certainly didn’t qualify as that, so maybe the Founders had had a little too much confidence in their automated defensive technology. Formidable as it was, it was clearly flawed, for the trailblazers had already fashioned a few Essence weapons at one of those facilities to use in small scale combat. They’d used their own Essence donations to charge one of them and were working on another, but had several already made and empty waiting to be used later if applicable. 
 
    As for the Vargemma, they were sitting this out. Many of their cities were damaged as punishment for their rules violations, but the Caretakers had finally absolved them and returned to normal operations in those areas. Only Star Force now had the death sentence, since the Vargemma who had drawn theirs had been allowed to be killed as their kin stood down and refusing to defend them. 
 
    Star Force would never do that, and Thrawn promised himself he would see this Temple rid of the Vargemma at some point in the future. They didn’t deserve access to the mysteries of Essence if they had no courage to face mere machines in defense of their brothers. 
 
    It was the same apathy the Templar had woven into the Li’vorkrachnika, and it was that apathy the trailblazers had purged from Thrawn and his race when they’d recreated them as Paladin, so Thrawn had a personal calling to destroy any such apathy whenever he ran across it. Unfortunately the galaxy was full of it. Not so much as it once had been before Star Force existed, but the empire he now swore total allegiance to could not do everything, and as every year passed more and more territory was gobbled up by the Hadarak, drawing closer to V’kit’no’sat territory. 
 
    Their frenemies would put up a good fight, Thrawn knew, but without the power of Essence and the Uriti fueling Star Force’s weapons, Ysalamir alone would not be enough to counter the Lurkers. Not in the numbers they needed, for Thrawn suspected, as did the trailblazers, that the worst the Hadarak would throw at them was still yet to come. 
 
    The Temples may hold far more useful technology or knowledge to be employed against the Hadarak, and the Vargemma had the audacity to attack those who were attempting to honor the purpose of the Temples while they sat here and did nothing of consequence while the galaxy burned under the beginning stages of a galactic purge. 
 
    No, the Vargemma had to be evicted from this place, though they had already declined Star Force’s offer to allow them to leave unharmed and the promise not to invade any other Vargemma temples if they would agree to a truce and stop the attacks on Star Force territory.  
 
    Rather than accept, they had doubled down and were now bringing in more ships through the portals to help rebuild and strengthen their city defenses. Their fleet was growing larger too, but they stayed clear of Star Force and its battles with the Caretakers, betting on the latter winning and doing the work for them. 
 
    Thrawn was glad he had gotten in when he did. Sitting outside with more than an hour’s delay on getting information was unacceptable. This is where the fight was, and this was where he needed to be. Between him, the Paladin, and the trailblazers, they’d find a way to win, but for the moment they were very much the resistance with limited naval superiority, for the Caretakers had not tried to attack the Avengers or any ships nearby them.  
 
    They were waiting, he knew, until more units could be produced, then they would attack when they calculated an advantage. These machines were well programmed, but at the end of the day they were just machines and couldn’t improvise beyond what their programmers had already envisioned. 
 
     And if there was one thing he was bred to do, it was improvise. 
 
    There was a way to win here, and either he or the trailblazers were going to find it. Until then he had to build, build fast, and build wide, for no location they had was fortified enough to withstand all attacks. They had to be redundant and mobile, and if they could manage that they would win. He didn’t know how long it would take, or how many battles would have to be fought, but with the trailblazers’ ability to operate the Essence technology inside the Temple the Paladin could now carry this with or without the Avengers, though Thrawn was very glad to have them as a backup…at least while their low Essence reserves lasted. After that they become heavily armed conventional ships. 
 
    The Knights of Quenar were a wild card, and while they only had a few surviving ships, they were spreading themselves out on foot all over the Temple searching for Responders and other locations not previously accessed by the Vargemma as they sought answers and learning from the automated systems. Perhaps they’d find a way to open the portals before the trailblazers did, perhaps they’d be useless. Thrawn didn’t know, but he was fairly sure any chance of them siding with the Vargemma had died when they entered the Temple, though he wasn’t entirely ruling out a backstab. The Li’vorkrachnika had mastered the technique and Thrawn would forever be on watch for one, but right now the KoQ had more to gain from Star Force dominance than they did from whatever scraps the Vargemma were previously going to offer them. 
 
    They were an asset, at least when it came to Essence charging small tools and interfacing with equipment, but they could not win this fight. The Paladin had to, one way or another, for the Empire was counting on them to stop the Vargemma attacks on the Grid Point system and the millions of other facilities spread across the galaxy that were far too numerous to build Avengers to guard each and every one of them.  
 
    The Vargemma had to be taken out or neutralized, which was doable, but first Star Force had to subjugate the Caretakers…and that might very well prove to be the far harder of the two tasks.  
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