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    June 21, 128547 
 
    Unknown Location 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Randy-021 flew through the frigid air for hundreds of miles before slowing and gradually coming down to a spot on the ice that was supposed to contain a Responder. He and a trio of other Archons all landed on top of a thin glacier that had formed when the nearest bodies of water had evaporated, then covered dramatic portions of the Sphere’s interior with compacted snow while leaving others completely bare. 
 
    The entry portal had been in one of the ice regions, and after an unproductive conversation with the ‘welcome’ obelisk telling them it didn’t contain the information they wanted, the two trailblazers had returned with a 374 man team to start setting up camp here while more reinforcements would be arriving in the following months once they could be summoned.  
 
    But for now Randy needed answers. Jack-020 was working with the murals back in the arrival chamber, for he was the only other Essence-capable individual in the expedition fleet, leaving Randy to hunt down one of the Responders…except this one was buried under ice, along with probably all the others within thousands of miles. 
 
    “Alright fellas, start digging…carefully,” the trailblazer said, igniting the death saber blade on his right wrist and dropping the glowing blue flat blade into the ice beneath his feet as he got down on his armored knees and cut out a chunk of ice…then telekinetically lifted and flung it behind him like a piece of trash.  
 
    The other Archons did so as well, but with a little more effort. They might not have Essence, but their psionics were well developed and their Pefbar had no trouble seeing what was below the ice to avoid cutting it. They worked for the better part of an hour before they got down to the top of the small outpost that held a Responder within it.  
 
    A few inches shy of the actual dome structure they stopped using their death sabers and started to bash and shovel the ice, using either their fists, feet, telekinesis, or Jumat. All worked, and slowly there was an ice cloud forming above them as they threw the tiny debris up through the 48 meter deep crater they’d dug.  
 
    Eventually a breakthrough along the edge of the roof got them into the ice-free interior. Randy went in first, sliding down the snowy incline until his feet hit the solid floor and he stood up. The others followed down the impromptu slide, looking back at the doorway that was completely covered in ice from the ancient snows that couldn’t quite reach all the way inside…and standing perfectly preserved in the center was the red obelisk identical to all the ones the Paladin had discovered in the ‘Alpha’ Temple, as Star Force was now labeling them.  
 
    When Randy walked towards the Obelisk he felt it grab hold of him, though he didn’t fight it. It needed to download the language files directly from his mind, and his skills were significantly advanced enough to see where it probed in his mind and where it didn’t. He made sure it didn’t roam through any secrets as it pulled the necessary information, then it released him and spoke in perfect English. 
 
    “I apologize for the intrusion. A language download from your mind was necessary to facilitate communications. I am known as a ‘Responder,’ an automated interface to provide the denizens of the Temple with…” 
 
    “Why is the Temple covered in Ice?” Randy interrupted. “The other one we visited was mostly jungle.” 
 
    “This Temple is in emergency sustainment mode due to lack of resources. The other Temples are providing the most basic levels needed to maintain vital functions, but far greater resources are needed to bring this Temple up to prime standards.” 
 
    “The other Temples are sending resources here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Vargemma are?” 
 
    “I have no knowledge of the Vargemma. This Temple has never before been inhabited. You are the first to make contact with this interface.” 
 
    “How do you know there are no others in the Temple if you’re not plugged into the information net?” 
 
    “I was activated upon your arrival in the Temple, with the timestamp that suggests you just arrived. Am I in error?” 
 
    “We just arrived, but you’re saying this Temple has never been inhabited before?” 
 
    “If it was, I would have been activated at such a time along with the rest of the infrastructure.” 
 
    “So you’re saying this Temple is brand new?” Randy asked. 
 
    “Its construction date is far in the past, but you are the first travelers to arrive.” 
 
    “Was it built with all this ice?” 
 
    “No. This Temple was constructed to be fully operational, but it is not located within a nebula to draw fuel from. Such fuel must be supplied by other means. Those means have been compromised. Only minimal resources are being delivered by the Caretakers in other Temples.” 
 
    “They are traveling from Temple to Temple?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Such knowledge is reserved for varying skill levels of Essence use. Those who do not yet possess it must earn the knowledge through deeds.” 
 
    Randy pulsed his Essence, but apparently that wasn’t enough for the Responder. 
 
    “Essence use confirmed. Please verify skill level,” the obelisk said as one of the six rooms around the central chamber began to alter, with the stone-like walls melting and reforming into a beam that crossed from left to right and was about a meter thick at Randy’s eye level. 
 
    “Verify how?” 
 
    “Transfer some of your Essence into the beam.” 
 
    Randy walked into the chamber and reached out a hand, sending a burst into the dark gray horizontal column.  
 
    “Essence transfer skill confirmed,” the obelisk said as the beam morphed again, this time into a triangle with two corners touching the ceiling and the third the floor just in front of Randy’s feet. A small sphere detached and floated up inside the triangle and hung dead center. “Without touching the object, remove the sphere using only your Essence.” 
 
    Randy could do that in a number of different ways, but he did the simplest method possible and sent out a tentacle of Essence and simply pulled the sphere, moving it a few inches before it stuck in place as he started to pull harder. 
 
    “Translocation skill confirmed,” the obelisk said as the room changed again, this time with a pedestal rising out of the floor with an obsidian-black cube sitting on it as the triangle disappeared into the surrounding walls. “Alter the molecular structure of the cube into a liquid state.” 
 
    “Umm…” Randy mumbled, not knowing how to do that with Essence, so he raised his hand and opened the armor over his left palm and shot a bioplasma stream into it, melting the cube so much that it flowed like water off the pedestal and dripped down onto the floor. 
 
    “Non-Essence technique used. Verification failed,” the obelisk said as the flow suddenly reversed, with the liquid climbing back up the pedestal and reforming the solid cube.  
 
    Randy shrugged as he looked at the other Archons. “Worth a try.” 
 
    “Use only Essence to transform the cube into liquid.” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” the trailblazer admitted. 
 
    “Then you must learn. That is why I exist and the surrounding chambers are for your training benefit. I can instruct you how to learn many techniques, but you must practice. Instruction alone will not grant you the skill.” 
 
    “I have other Essence skills.” 
 
    “Irrelevant. The proper progression must be made.” 
 
    “Can you tell me how the Caretakers are getting minimal resources into the Temple?” 
 
    “Access to the Temple can be achieved in a variety of means. The basic access route that you entered through, known as the ‘Bridge,’ is for first time arrivals. Other portals have been created to move from Temple to Temple. No map of them is made, for security reasons, but those closest in the Temple network are visible.” 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    The obelisk created a hologram showing the entirety of the Dyson Sphere that they stood within, then a series of dots appeared on the outside of it indicating routes without showing the locations the other Temples were. Randy counted 11 dots in total. 
 
    “Those are 11 other Temples?” 
 
    “These are 11 routes beyond this Temple.” 
 
    “Auxiliary infrastructure like the Bridge endpoint?” 
 
    “You do not have verification high enough for me to elaborate on what is beyond the portals, nor will you be able to access them with your limited Essence skills.” 
 
    “What is needed?” 
 
    “Far more Essence generation is required to charge a portal than you are capable of.” 
 
    “And what if I was able to provide enough?” 
 
    “Your body is incapable of producing enough.” 
 
    “What about over time?” 
 
    “I was referring to over time.” 
 
    “Why can a charge not be slowly attained?” 
 
    “All Essence induced into the system, including the small amount you deposited into this chamber, is prioritized to vital functions. If a portal jump is to be made, the full amount must be deposited immediately. If not, what is delivered will be rerouted to higher priorities so not to be wasted.” 
 
    “It can’t be stored in the portal?” 
 
    “It cannot.” 
 
    “Well that’s odd, because we have Essence storage technology. Why do the portals not possess this?” 
 
    “They are linked to storage devices. They are not storage devices themselves.” 
 
    “Does the portal on the other end have to be charged as well?” 
 
    “To transmit an object through the Essence realm there must be two interactions. One to send, one to receive. Prioritized Essence use is reserved for receiving travelers and other functions.” 
 
    “Why did it let us return through the Bridge?” 
 
    “Bridge travelers are not expected to have sufficient Essence skills.” 
 
    “Where did this Temple get the Essence to send us back?” 
 
    “Storage gained from other Temples.” 
 
    “And if the other Temples have no Essence to send this one?” 
 
    “Then Essence will be collected from the galaxy before the reserves diminish to the point where the Temple network will be cut off from the galaxy.” 
 
    Randy’s face clenched. “Meaning you send the Caretakers out to kill people and harvest their Essence?” 
 
    “The Temples must be preserved. If there are no Essence users inside to provide the necessary Essence, it must be obtained elsewhere.” 
 
    “And what do you do if the Essence users inside don’t feel like donating their Essence?” 
 
    “Essence users will not be harmed directly, but without sufficient Essence to maintain imports of hydrogen, the central reactor will not be able to provide sufficient photonic energy to maintain the ecosystem at preferred levels.” 
 
    “Is this a preferred level?” Randy said, gesturing with a hand to the ice outside. 
 
    “It is not a preferred level, but it is habitable. If hydrogen reserves were cut off entirely, the temperature would drop to a point where the air would become liquid, then solid so long as the artificial gravity remained. If power dropped further, it would cease and surface material would recoil outward, leaving the surface and rendering all unaugmented inhabitants lifeless. This is why Essence levels cannot be allowed to reach zero, for there is no hydrogen outside this Temple to harvest. It must be done so in other locations and transported here.” 
 
    “Why build a Temple without a nebula to feed it?” 
 
    “To remain secret, Temples are not built with familiar geography. They are low mass to avoid drawing the attention of the Core Dwellers, and to prevent them from traveling here using the Temple’s gravity.” 
 
    “Why would they travel here?” Randy baited. 
 
    “Because the Core Dwellers can sense Essence use.” 
 
    “Have they ever done so?” 
 
    “Not at this Temple. Information on the fate of the others is not within my databanks.” 
 
    “What is the protocol if one does arrive?” 
 
    “Depending on Essence levels, a defense of the Temple is possible. Such weaponry requires higher level Essence skills for me to provide details about, as well as higher level skills to operate.” 
 
    Randy frowned, thinking about Thrawn and the others sitting outside Alpha Temple. 
 
    “Can those defenses be used against others than the Core Dwellers?” 
 
    “The Caretakers handle defense of the Temple within. If an incursion is made by the Core Dwellers, the exterior defenses will activate. They will not activate unless an incursion is made.” 
 
    “Will the defense shield affect the Core Dwellers?” 
 
    “Their smaller units cannot pass through it and live. Their larger units can attack the exterior while suffering minimal damage.” 
 
    “What can you tell me of the Core Dwellers, given my limited verification?” 
 
    “What do you wish to know?” 
 
    “What is their name?” Rand asked. 
 
    “They have given none. You refer to them as the Hadarak. Other races have given them their own names, but the Core Dwellers have never told their victims what they call themselves.” 
 
    “What is in the Core of the galaxy? Who controls the Hadarak, or are they all Hadarak?” 
 
    “Their first line of defense is all that I am allowed to inform you of. You do not have the skills to confront the others, thus knowledge of them is restricted until you can do so.” 
 
    “We’ve killed Hadarak already, and we didn’t need Essence to do it.” 
 
    “Essence is required to win the war. Other means are too inefficient.” 
 
    “Can the war be won?” 
 
    “It is a matter of skill level, numbers, and resources. If a sufficient number are obtained, victory is possible.” 
 
    “And what happens when the other Hadarak galaxies send reinforcements?” 
 
    “You continue to fight until they stop or until you are destroyed. This is why the Temples exist as a sanctuary for those that can use Essence to grow their skills and numbers until they are able to stand against the Core Dwellers. To try before one is ready is a quick route to self-annihilation.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s try this the direct way. My people are already in another Temple, and I need to find a way to get to them through this one. How can I do that?” 
 
    “Temple to Temple passage is not allowed until certain criteria are met. Your people cannot access this Temple until an expansion is required, except to go through the Bridge. You cannot reach them until you can fully supply the departure portal, which you cannot based off your current level.” 
 
    “How many of my level would be required to activate the portal?” 
 
    “Several billion.” 
 
    One of the other Archons whistled, and Randy nodded his head in agreement. “Catch 21.” 
 
    “But with gradual Essence donation here, this Temple will begin to return to full function. You can achieve everything here that you require without the other Temples. They are entirely redundant.” 
 
    “Identical?” 
 
    “Other than surface geography and size, yes. Functionality is identical.” 
 
    “Why is there a size difference?” 
 
    “Gravity silhouette must be within certain parameters for the local region to keep gravity-based travel from occurring. The Temples must remain isolated.” 
 
    “The Bridge will not reach the other Temple, so my people there are trapped inside. How can I reach them?” 
 
    “You cannot given your current level.” 
 
    “Can the Caretakers take me there?” 
 
    “They are not programmed to do so. Travel between Temples is restricted for those who have sufficient skills to power the transition themselves.” 
 
    “Alright, next question. How can ships move from the interior of the Temple to the exterior?” 
 
    “An Essence technique allows them to transition into the Essence realm and then return. If the range is short, and the destination is known to be clear of obstruction, a time count can be used to deposit the traveler on location. This is a dangerous technique known as Den’gar, and many novices die when attempting to master it. I recommend you do not try until you have completed the necessary prerequisites. At which time I or another Responder will guide you through the safest possible learning method.” 
 
    “I have some friends who can use Den’gar, but they can’t use it to access the other Temple. They are stopped at the Essence shield surrounding the Temple. Why is that?” 
 
    “It is a defense designed to insure only the Bridges are used to access the Temple.” 
 
    “But I’ve seen others get their ships in and out, presumably using Den’gar.” 
 
    “The defense barrier can be reconfigured to allow such transit, but such reconfiguration must be done from the inside.” 
 
    “Permanent reconfiguration, or some form of passcode?” 
 
    “Multiple options are available.” 
 
    “Can you show me how to do that?” 
 
    “No. You do not have sufficient verification of skills.” 
 
    “Nuts,” Randy said, thinking hard how to work this problem. They were right here inside a Temple, but it seemed they were being forced to operate with training wheels on. 
 
    “If I was to bring an Essence container here, could I then power a portal to get to the other Temple?” 
 
    “That would solve the Essence requirement, but not the skill requirement. The portal must be activated manually for such travel. You do not have the skillset to do that.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Lower level skills must be obtained prior to higher level ones. Your lack is therefore presumed due to your recent failure.” 
 
    “What if we learn out of order?” 
 
    “Irrelevant. We will not harbor incomplete teaching. The proper order must be followed.” 
 
    “What if I already possess the ability to activate the portals? Will you block access because I haven’t passed all the other tests?” 
 
    “No blocking is necessary. The lack of skill is what will prevent you from activating the portal.” 
 
    Randy smiled. Bingo. 
 
    “What is the range of the portals?” Scott-992034 asked. 
 
    “They do not reach across the galaxy. The range of the portals varies depending on time and galactic spin. Those noted on the map are those within range.” 
 
    “And what if our destination is not one of them? Do we have to hop from one Temple to another until we reach it?” 
 
    “Indeed, which is why one Essence charge will not be sufficient if your destination is far away.” 
 
    “Which means we might run into another Vargemma Temple enroute,” Randy said, kicking the toe of his boot into the floor in frustration.  
 
    “We don’t even know which way to go.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the trailblazer said. “One problem at a time. Where are the interfaces for the portals? Where do we activate them from?” 
 
    “Direct interaction with the portal is necessary to activate it. There is no auxiliary control point.” 
 
    “Can they be deactivated to prevent arrival?” 
 
    “They can be deactivated to prevent entry, but if a traveler is sent regardless, they will arrive on the barrier shield exterior. Protocol demands that no such travel be allowed without prior permission for entry.” 
 
    “How is that achieved?” 
 
    “Activation signals are sent regularly indicating which paths are open and which are not.” 
 
    “How fast do those signals travel?” 
 
    “A matter of seconds.” 
 
    Randy felt his jaw drop. “You can send transmissions through the Essence realm, from Temple to Temple, in a matter of seconds?” 
 
    “The greater the mass, the slower the transmission. Activation signals have negligible mass.” 
 
    “Can you teach us how to do that?” 
 
    “Yes, but such learning, while preferred, is unnecessary. The Temples provide such technology to the denizens once they obtain certain skill benchmarks…” 
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    Jack worked through mural after mural, getting every bit of information out of them via hidden little Essence procs as a research team made recordings of everything…and there was a lot to get through. Beyond the war against the Hadarak and the mysterious apocalypse monsters, there was a great deal of information regarding the progression of life and the advancement to Essence level.  
 
    The murals didn’t suggest that it was natural, but that it was the result of individuals pushing themselves beyond the genetic memory that governed most people. Learning to get oneself off autopilot and access the potential that all life had to adapt and advance was critical to getting to the point of being able to use Essence. Those changes in individuals would then be passed on to the next generation genetically…but if that generation didn’t learn to go beyond their autopilot, they wouldn’t progress further. 
 
    So in order for a race to get to the point of using Essence, there had to be a succession of individuals pushing beyond the norm. This would increase the ease of breaking that barrier, and apparently Humans weren’t anywhere close to this. A lot of the progress the murals spoke of was not present in Humanity, though some of it was in the V’kit’no’sat and a lot in the Zak’de’ron. They should have been closest to making it as a race, but the loyalty bonds they operated off of actually hindered their breaking the barrier, for if you were self-constraining to your society’s rules and standards, then you were not of a nature to test boundaries. 
 
    But the Archons were. It was ingrained in their culture to not accept anything at face value and test everything. Curiosity was the most important trait that the murals spoke of, and that was something that could not be encoded genetically. Curiosity came from a person’s Core, and it would run parallel with genetic instructions and nibble away at them, but it took an amount of courage or extreme events to cause a person to break off from the instinctual path and chart their own course. 
 
    The murals also noted an important characteristic that popped up in countless races that made it to easy access Essence level, and it was clear that the Knights of Quenar were an example of this anti-romance vibe. Their existence was based on a mission, a quest to fight and destroy the Uriti, and that was their societal priority above and beyond their genetic instructions. Most races put an enormous amount of time and effort into romance and reproduction…because that’s what their genetic instructions valued as the greatest priority, else their race would die out. 
 
    People didn’t realize this was why they did things. They thought it was for other reasons, but a tell-tale example of people constrained to their genetic instructions were those societies that were obsessed with romantic and sexual relationships, and Humanity did qualify in that regard. The lower levels of Star Force society were more focused on who was involved with who than they were in the Hadarak, fighting pirates, or even just maintaining the food supply. They’d only deal with these things if they were thrown in their face and they had no choice but to respond to them…but when they were handled by others the ‘normal’ person in Star Force spent most of their time chasing romance or other permutations of that basic genetic imperative to pair up and reproduce. 
 
    But go beyond the tier 1 colonies in Star Force and you had people that had different priorities. Continue up the ranks and at the top of Star Force you had individuals who did not reproduce, did not mate, did not date. This wasn’t because their genetic instructions told them not to, it was because they, as individuals, had risen above that basic instruction and took control of their own lives.  
 
    Essentially they turned off the auto-pilot because they didn’t need it anymore, and that was symptomatic of races reaching towards widespread Essence use. The trouble was, the people that got to that point weren’t reproducing…so their genetics were not being passed on to the next generation. Only the lower and mid-level ones were. 
 
    Jack wasn’t upset about that. In fact he was glad. He didn’t want Essence powers for the general population. He wanted it to be damn hard to achieve, but in many races it wasn’t…and that explained, in another mural, why the Vargemma were so apt to infighting. In order for one to break through the barrier and gain Essence skills, you had to think as an individual and, in some ways, disobey your genetic instructions.  
 
    So if the transition was easy, you were going to have people with a rebellious streak getting through that barrier before they learned any other skills…such as teamwork. Archons had to be aggressive, but reckless aggression was a problem, and they all had to learn and sculpt their own emotions into functionality early into their Archon training so they wouldn’t be a threat to themselves or others. Newbs needed to want to crush things, but after you got good at that you needed to learn when to do it and when not to. If you didn’t get to that lesson before you broke through and got Essence skills, you might get the idea that you didn’t need any further lessons…hence you got a bunch of crazies running around with Essence powers. 
 
    That was the main reason the Caretakers had orders to put down any rebellions and enforce a no-kill policy. If forced to live together long enough, it was theorized that the rebellious breakthroughs would stabilize over time and learn from those who attained Essence through less reckless means.  
 
    But that didn’t feel right. The Vargemma had been around for a billion years minimum. Why were they still going after each other’s throats? And for that matter, why hadn’t they reproduced like rabbits and filled all the Temples? 
 
    Another mural depicted the act of an Essence user taking a ‘normal’ and giving them the ability to use Essence…along with a warning that this may have negative side effects if the individual is unworthy, and that the universe kept the unworthy ones away from Essence by requiring them to break the barrier individually. However, given the threat of the Hadarak and the need for more Essence users, there was a way to help people break the barrier, both by individual to individual interaction as well as technological transition. 
 
    That meant there was a Superman box here somewhere, but if there was, why didn’t the Vargemma have 100% Essence use in their population? The Paladin had reported there were large chunks of them that could not use Essence yet. Did they advance too many people this way and that’s what was causing the instability? Were they trying to counter it by making the newer population achieve it the old fashioned way? Whatever the case, it seemed the more Jack learned from the murals the more he realized that something was seriously wrong within the Temple network beyond the iceberg nature of this one. 
 
    The reason for that may be due to the automated nature of them, for as intricately as they were designed, the Founders were not here. That was made clear, as was the fact that they would not return until certain benchmarks were achieved by the inhabitants. They were on their own here, with the toys left behind by races far superior to them. If they learned how to play with them well enough, they’d be contacted by an ambassador of sorts. If not, they’d be ignored. Jack got the impression that not a single Founder was even in this galaxy, and this was a total shot in the dark hoping that some Essence users of decent skill would arise to give the Founders a badly needed ally…but one they were not counting on appearing.  
 
    It was like a resource box buried in the ground out in the wilderness with a map to find it hidden inside a city in case of catastrophic circumstances. The people who hid the box and left the instructions never intended to come back. They were leaving them behind to help those in a time of need if and when it ever occurred. Star Force had many such resource boxes hidden across their empire, and nobody ever checked on them because they were meant to remain hidden until needed. If you sent people out to monitor the status of the boxes, you might alert the wrong people to their existence. 
 
    And given that the Temples were extremely well hidden, the Founders coming here might alert the Hadarak to their existence. The murals made it clear that the Temples could fight and kill a Hadarak, but they could not hold out against an army of them. They had to remain hidden and as inaccessible as possible…hence their lack of a centralized gravity well for the Hadarak to use to travel here.  
 
    It was also made clear that the Founders were not a single race. The Temples had been built by a coalition of races, all left unnamed and undescribed, so the technology here was either an amalgamation of their various techs or resulting from one superior Founder race that the others couldn’t add much too other than labor to help build them. Regardless, the technology here was superior to what Star Force possessed in most cases, not all, which meant Jack and the others had their second major windfall to study, with the first having been the V’kit’no’sat pyramid. 
 
    That pyramid find had elevated Star Force beyond measure, and the Temple technology was going to upgrade them again. Jack didn’t think it would be such a grand surge forward. How could it be after how far Star Force had come thanks to the V’kit’no’sat knowledge? But the knowledge here, both in the databanks and the actual construction of the Temples, came from races not millions of years old, but billions of years old, and that meant Star Force had a lot to learn from the legacy of the ancients. 
 
    But first they had to get the Vargemma to stop attacking Star Force worlds and murdering billions of people. How many Temples did they possess? Nobody knew. And if they couldn’t be convinced to broker a deal for a cease fire, Star Force was going to have to invade them all before the attacks would stop. But to do that they had to get inside with their fleets, or at least allow the Paladin to spread from one to another…which they couldn’t do without supplying the Essence for the portals. 
 
    The trailblazers had to get to them, or find a way to bring a fleet into this one. And so far they didn’t even know where this one was. Randy was going to try and get a starmap of the exterior from the Responder, and from that they could figure out themselves where in the galaxy they actually were. 
 
    There was nothing here to indicate that, which Jack found odd. The Bridge endpoints were marked, but not this or the other Temples. Probably a security issue, in case some Essence users got here then turned around and taddled to the galaxy where the Temple actually was. Making the location secret until you leveled up made sense, but if you had to have Essence to get here what were they worried about? Was the Essence barrier not active here? Could it be penetrated by some method that Star Force hadn’t figured out yet? 
 
    When the wealth of information in the murals was finally exhausted, a wall opened up on its own leading to a tunnel. Jack frowned and walked up to the entrance as the rest of the Archons and techs waited behind him. It had only opened up after he finished the last bit of information, then closed down that mural back to its basic state. Were they meant to ‘read’ them all first? 
 
    A section of the floor in front of him and just inside the tunnel cracked open, then a green obelisk rose up to stand half again higher than Jack, with the floor resealing around it with plenty of walking room on either side to access the tunnel. 
 
    Jack felt himself grabbed by it and his mind read, accessing his language memories. He let it play out, then he was released and the strange aura of the obelisk lessened slightly. 
 
    “Greetings new arrivals. You have familiarized yourself with the function and history of this Temple. Now it is time for you to take up residence. The tunnel beyond leads to transportation that will take you to an empty city that will provide you with the necessary sustenance and equipment indefinitely. You may remain here without worry of ever returning from where you came, though you may do so through the Bridge as desired.” 
 
    “Why is the Temple frozen?” Jack asked, hoping this green one would have more answers than its counterpart on the other end of the Bridge. 
 
    “The Temple is uninhabited and operating off minimal resources. The cities are unaffected and ready for your occupation. You may also build cities of your own elsewhere in the Temple, but additional resources will be required to bring the Temple interior temperature up to sustainable levels.” 
 
    “How can we provide those resources?” 
 
    “They are not for you to provide. The Caretakers will provide them. What we ask, in exchange for the privilege of inhabiting the Temple, is a regular donation of Essence that we will then use to fuel certain mechanisms and more fully awaken the potential of Temple for your use.” 
 
    “And if we don’t provide the Essence?” 
 
    “The Temple will remain yours to explore, but much of it will remain asleep.” 
 
    “Where do we deliver the Essence to?”  
 
    “Any input that requires Essence can absorb small amounts. These walls required you to give such, and they were absorbed. For larger donations, utilize the blue versions of myself. They are designed specifically for Essence relocation and will contain all the answers regarding the transfer and requirements of various mechanism relying upon such. You will find them throughout the existing cities at convenient locations.” 
 
    “What is the travel time to the nearest city?” 
 
    “6 minutes, 8 seconds.” 
 
    “And we can return to this location at any time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jack turned around. “Gary, Scarlet. Wait here. Everyone else, let’s go exploring.” 
 
    Jack and more than 300 others walked down the tunnel large enough to easily encompass two Oso’lon side by side until they got a half mile away and a few dozen meters lower in elevation, coming out into a terminal that had a number of barge-like floating platforms waiting along an elevated dock. The entire group of personnel was easily able to fit on one of them, and with the press of a small blue orb the barge detached and moved towards a wall that melted before them, exposing the frigid exterior without letting any of the cold within. 
 
    When they passed through the energy field protecting the dock Jack expected the temperature to plummet, but a shield rose above the barge to hold in the warm air as they flew across the icy wastelands towards a nearby mountain range that was not made of mountains…but rather a huge city wall dozens of miles high and flat as flat could be. 
 
    As predicted, it took a little over 6 minutes to arrive at the wall where they slid into a mid-level hangar bay and the barge docked with an identical platform inside another pocket of warm air separated from the exterior by first a shield, then solid doors as they soundlessly flowed in and solidified to cover the hangar opening. 
 
    “Well, we’re here,” Jack said, stepping off the barge under the gentle glow of yellow illumination strips lining the walls and ceiling. They looked artistic, perhaps in an unfamiliar language, or maybe that was just how the Founders made lights. Either way, it felt odd with all the light in that spectrum, and it didn’t change when they entered the city.  
 
    Thankfully the temperature maintained its consistency, and Jack retracted his armor back into jewelry mode, as did the others, aside from a few techs that were overly cautious. Not far inside the city they came out into a large plaza in which several floating Caretakers were waiting for them. 
 
    “Hello,” Jack said, looking at the floating robots.  
 
    “Greetings,” one of the four said. “We are here to acclimate you to the city. We can supply food, clothing, and other amenities. We will guide you to where you want to go, provide lodging, training facilities, storage for your existing equipment, and other requirements as they arise. What do you currently require?” 
 
    “Can you show me to a control center for the city?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Indeed I can. Follow me,” the Caretaker said, slowly floating off as Jack followed at a walk.  
 
    Explore, but don’t get lost, he said telepathically to all assembled. Rally back here in 4 hours.  
 
    “Hello,” a tech said, walking up to another Caretaker as a fifth arrived from an elevated wall niche to replace the one guiding Jack away. “Can you show me where we can get water?” 
 
    “Can you show me where we deposit Essence?” another Archon said, and down the line they all asked a Caretaker to show them to something, with as many Caretakers arriving as necessary to meet their demands…and very quickly Star Force got acclimated to their tiny piece of the barrier city that stretched millions of miles across the Sphere. And from here, they began the very long and tedious examination and mapping mission that would continue for hundreds of years to follow, as many more personnel were scheduled to arrive soon and assist them with claiming this Temple and finding a way to access the portals that would get them to the Paladin and the Vargemma. 
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    February 12, 128548 
 
    Unexplored Frontier  
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Bar’ku entered the Beta Temple via the bridge along with 329 other people, though he was the only non-Human amongst them. The Kret’net was the only amongst his Knight race that had learned to make the breakthrough to Essence…and that was only because an Archon had taken the time to teach him. 
 
    Bar’ku was a Maverick, and thus had access to the same knowledge that the Archons had, but without having someone to work with…in his case on a long mission in the primitive regions of the galaxy…you couldn’t learn to feel the Essence of another, which made the process a great deal easier, though painful. When you moved your own Essence around it felt natural, but when someone else did it to you it was horrific. But that pain also came with the knowledge of moving Essence, something that pre-breakthrough people could not experience on their own.  
 
    So a little nudge here or there could be useful if one was close to a breakthrough, and Marren-882019 had been willing to spend some of his downtime to help Bar’ku get over the hump once he sensed he was close. Normally all Essence ascensions occurred in the Jepiker System, which was home to the Archons and Mavericks where Head Trainer Wilson kept them under close watch as they developed their basic skills so that they didn’t accidentally kill themselves in the process. But since Marren was one of the more skilled Essence users, he had felt confident he could handle the Maverick’s upgrade process, though in truth it had been more of an experiment than anything, for no Kret’net Maverick had ever proven themselves even close to the threshold.  
 
    Marren had been surprised when his lessons, written by Wilson, had worked. After their co-op mission against the Vengarri was over, Bar’ku returned to Jepiker and Wilson for further training. Now, years later, he and many other Essence users were being reassigned to the newly acquired Beta Temple as the trailblazers tried to reach the Paladin through the existing inter-Temple transit system. 
 
    Some 43 trailblazers were already here, with the others staying away for security reasons, but so far the Vargemma had not arrived in this Temple, which was supposedly not accessible to them for the simple fact that it had not been needed. They were not the masters of the Temple network, merely the guests, and this one was slowly becoming Star Force property. 
 
    When the travel orb arrived and cracked open, Bar’ku stepped down out of one of the larger compartments onto an elevated platform that led to a ramp down to the floor. The Humans with him moved down smaller ramps while others were close enough to the floor to just step out. The orb had been constructed to hold many passengers of different sizes, and he was by far the largest to arrive here to date, standing more than twice the height of a Human and, more importantly, containing more Essence in his larger body. 
 
    That would make his donations to the Temple system more valuable, but skill level always mattered in that respect, and those with the highest skill levels had a higher concentration of Essence within them. But as far as rookies went, he had more than the others and that would allow him to do more training/exploring before running himself dry as they would be working themselves hard to learn the new techniques and share between them…all in the hopes of advancing at least one person high enough to get access to the portals. 
 
    When Bar’ku stepped into the reception chamber he noticed the murals on the walls, which he’d already studied in detail via the reports taken back to the Empire…but he wasn’t here for them, and the small reception committee camping out in a prefab structure set in the middle of the reception chamber directed the new arrivals to the exterior door rather than the tunnel.  
 
    Bar’ku and the others walked out into the exterior beneath a shield bubble covering a Star Force-built landing pad. Beyond it was the barren ice-covered landscape he’d expected to see, but being here now he could actually feel the magnitude of the Temple. It was ancient and powerful, but also asleep. He looked up, seeing the faint trace of the horizon where the land arched upward and disappeared into the haze of the sky that dimmed the light just enough to make it hard to track, but with an armor enhancement he could in fact see it continue all the way up over his head, with the small glowing spot in the center being the Temple’s artificial star dead overhead, then past it the surface terrain circled back around and down to his position. 
 
    It was too large for the term HUGE to encompass, and apparently they were all alone here aside from the drone workforce the Founders had left behind to care for it. Bar’ku didn’t waste time sightseeing, for he and the others boarded a barge-like craft that was not of Star Force’s construction and took off across the frozen landscape. 
 
    “Where did we get this?” one of the Humans asked the pilot, who was a Bsidd.  
 
    “We ordered it from the Caretakers, along with a lot of other stuff. So long as we provide the natural resources, they build for us. I’m told we’re not going to keep doing that, but until we can get our own infrastructure set up we’re working with the native technology for the most part.” 
 
    “And the platform?” 
 
    “We’ve got a Kiritak colony set up and growing. They built the platform to handle specialized cargo shipments. We’ve got travel orbs coming and going on a two hour basis giving them what they need along with the reinforcements. That’s what those crates are that were stuffed inside the extra compartments. Look there,” he said, pointing a mandible to the far right as they flew.  
 
    Bar’ku glanced along that sightline and spotted another barge heading in from a different direction towards the platform.  
 
    “That’s them coming to pick up the stuff. They’ve got outposts in 4 different Regions already, doing what I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Prep work for the Paladin and Bsidd,” an Archon that had arrived with Bar’ku answered. “We’re moving in here for keeps regardless of whether or not we get to the Alpha Temple.” 
 
    “Why not just use all Paladin?” one of the techs asked. 
 
    “We need experience as well,” Bar’ku answered, looking down on the Humans standing around him, all of which were keeping a couple steps away from the edge of the small open-topped barge. “We have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Wow,” one of the Humans said as the view of the distant barrier city started to pop through the atmospheric haze across the ice sheets.  
 
    “Wait till you see what’s on the other side,” the pilot said, standing behind a dais that held the flight controls. “We’re going up and over, though we do have people inside that…somewhere.” 
 
    Bar’ku understood what he meant. The city was so huge that even a million people could get lost inside a section of it, and Star Force had far less than that here, given the limited trips through the Bridge available to them. The Paladin would be able to reproduce adults once here, but the Bsidd and Kiritak would have to train their younglings for multiple years before they would be useful. That said, they would still multiply rapidly and bypass the need for mass immigration over the decades to come. 
 
    Hopefully it wouldn’t take that long to get access to the portals, but if they were being brought in to colonize, maybe the trailblazers thought it would take that long. If that was the case, then the work Bar’ku had been brought here to do would be even more important than he thought, for speed was necessary to get to Alpha Temple and the others in order to put down the Vargemma, which were still making attacks on Star Force territory and causing massive disruptions to the Grid Point system, with each construct knocked offline cutting transit routes and forcing slower redirects through normal system to system jumps. 
 
    The deaths were mounting up too, with Star Force only able to minimize them during attacks. The Vargemma’s movements and Essence technology were too powerful to stop altogether, especially the Olopar, even with Uriti-charged Materia being rushed to the highest priority targets. 
 
    A lot of Carry Orbs were being created here by the Caretakers, then sent back to the Bridge Endpoint where a trio of waiting Uriti were filling them up to be sent back immediately. Those Carry Orbs were then being taken to an input node so that the trailblazers could get the exterior barrier shield and other systems online. As it was, the Temple was visible from the exterior, but it was in such a remote location that no one had noticed.  
 
    They’d been able to pinpoint it via exterior star views available from the city systems, and it was not within Star Force territory. Rather it was in one of the large sections of the galaxy that remained unexplored for the most part. It was about a fourth of the way around the galaxy from Earth on the anti-spinward side with Itaru more or less between them, though much further into the Core and off the straight travel line from one to the other.  
 
    Star Force’s territory on that side of the galaxy was thin and based mostly off the Hula Hoop route. They’d been nibbling away at it for centuries, but no major push had been made when other areas were asserting their need for a Star Force intervention. There were a few major powers in the larger region, but nothing of consequence in the immediate area around the Beta Temple, which sat in the void of space without a nebula, asteroid field, or even a planetary system nearby. It was just out in the middle of nowhere, making everyone question exactly how had the Founders gotten the material out here to build it in the first place. 
 
    As the barge got closer to the massive wall before them, it began to slowly rise so that when they crossed it they did so without any sudden course correction. The flat ‘roof’ of the city looked like a long plain of its own on an entirely artificial planet, except that the section ahead of them was glowing. 
 
    Bar’ku didn’t catch on until they passed the terminator and the sky above them suddenly got much brighter. The top of the city was too high in elevation to have snow, so it had been completely clear, but now the Kret’net could see that the glow on this side was from the reflected sunlight, which was much more intense. 
 
    “Segmented radiance,” one of the techs said in awe. “They can actually make that damn star shine more where they want it and less elsewhere.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the pilot confirmed as they moved across the lit half towards the far side of the barrier city. “With the extra Essence being added, more Caretaker units have been going out and adding more hydrogen to the reserves. That’s allowed them to amp up the sunlight in one region, and one region only. You’ll see for yourself when we get there. There’s a reason why we didn’t set up camp around the Bridge endpoint. That region is too big, and the Caretakers won’t allow part of a region to vary from some protocols they had, so we needed a smaller one, and this is it. There’s an extra border city crisscrossing it further North, so about a third of it here is isolated, and we have enough hydrogen to light it up to normal levels and the cities are so high the atmosphere doesn’t flow from one to another very much, if at all.” 
 
    Bar’ku was surprised by the revelation, for he hadn’t been told any section of the Temple was being altered, but when the barge finally passed over the far edge of the city the glaciers that had been everywhere else were now melting. Huge rivers of water were gushing down across the landscape towards lakes and oceans that were slowly reforming. Most of the land was still white, but there were large sections of rock visible along with a few tiny bands of green popping up. 
 
    “Are we planting that?” a tech asked, pointing to the green. 
 
    “Nope. The Caretakers are reseeding from stores they kept safe all this time. Apparently everything here used to be warm and flourishing, then the Vargemma stopped giving so much Essence to the Temple network and it had to cut back use in the unoccupied ones. They had to let everything die, because the trips to transport hydrogen eat up Essence. They still made enough to keep the basic systems functioning and some radiation so everything didn’t get down to absolute zero and fly off if the gravity got shut off. But now that we’re here and supplying Essence, they’re fetching hydrogen from who knows where, for they won’t say, and this small Region is getting reseeded as the ice retreats.” 
 
    “Plants only?” Bar’ku asked, wondering if they were introducing animal life as well. 
 
    “Just plants. They expect the oxygen to be consumed by the inhabitants, and when it’s not they have scrubbing factories to turn it back into carbon dioxide so the plants don’t suffocate. They’ve got a damn impressive setup here, and now that it’s got juice it’s coming back online and all sorts of neat stuff is being made available to us. You guys are going to be quite busy, I imagine.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” another Archon echoed. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The Kiritak colony. We’re basing everyone out of there until we get a better idea of what the city systems can and can’t do. They’re tagged as a research zone, not a habitation. I wasn’t told why, but something happened that caused us to relocate.” 
 
    “Has someone been hurt?” a tech asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” the pilot answered as they began to drop in altitude fast towards a dot of infrastructure inside an icy crater that was obviously artificial due to the precise geometry of the snow melt…which indicated that it hadn’t been melted, but rather dug out. In the center of it was the Kiritak colony, which looked like nothing more than 6 large buildings, each a half mile wide, with numerous active landing pads on the roofs.  
 
    The closer they got they could start to see numerous barges moving to and from the partially constructed buildings with Star Force crews onboard, carrying supplies that were probably coming from mining sites elsewhere…or carrying supplies to the Caretaker facilities so they could use them to build more stuff for Star Force. Either way, there was a lot of activity going on for such a small outpost. 
 
    “The air is still cold, despite the sun. Might want to armor up before you walk off,” the pilot said as he came in on approach and found an empty pad near a reception cupola that was sticking up off the otherwise flat rooftop. “It’s going to be a while before all that snow melts and the land soaks up the heat. Months minimum. So you need to keep your cold gear handy at all times.” 
 
    The barge touched down gently and extended a ramp off all four sides to touch the Star Force rooftop below rather than trying to dock at the edges. “Handler is just inside. Report there.” 
 
    Bar’ku nodded his thanks as the group emptied off the barge and passed through the energy shield, getting temperature readings above freezing on his armor’s sensors as he saw others triggering their jewelry to turn into full suits, but the Kret’net did not. It was only a quarter mile walk, and he felt like tasting the air here without filtration. 
 
    It felt cold and raw, but welcoming. He couldn’t isolate the latter part, so it was probably his own expectations. This place had been built for people to discover it, not drive them off, and now that they were here it was coming back online. That definitely suggested welcome, though the surface was definitely not habitable to most races. Hence the insane amount of continuous cities that crisscrossed the entire temple and connected to everywhere. In truth it was just one giant city resembling a spider web, where you could walk from anywhere to anywhere without having to go outside. But for reference sake the Temple denoted certain areas as separate cities, and Star Force had adapted that, as well as adding its own new monikers to the battlemap that was now accessible to their armor since they were in range of the outpost. 
 
    Bar’ku flipped up a holographic visor so he could review it without activating his full armor as the group moved to the cupola and a Human came out to greet them. To his surprise it was one of the trailblazers…Kai-054…standing in just a T-shirt and shorts with his armor gauntlets gleaming on his bare skin. 
 
    “Welcome to Halo on steroids,” he said, throwing his arms wide for emphasis. “Techs go with Archy. Essence-users, follow me. I’m putting you to work immediately.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Bar’ku asked, eliminating his holographic visor. 
 
    “Yeah, big problem. Every button I have to press takes a little Essence, and there are a lot of buttons. I need more fingers, and that’s you. I’ll fill you in on the way,” he said, pointing to one of the rare Star Force dropships on the rooftop. “Snacks are onboard…” 
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    When the dropship took off it did so far faster than the barge had, flying across the slowly melting region to the far side, then hopping over the other barrier city into another frigid zone. From there they spent another 2 hours before finally arriving at their destination…which was a shield dome covering an area without ice that housed a number of Temple structures on a barren rocky landscape stretching several miles wide. 
 
    “Alright people, we’re here,” Kai said as they descended and watched the exterior view via the tiny holograms in each of their suits, for the walls of the dropship were solid and without windows, even for the pilot. “Don’t overdraw your Essence, but give me what you can. This is going to be tedious.” 
 
    Bar’ku triggered his armor to fully activate, expanding out from his gauntlets to cover his entire body in a black and red solid carapace indicating his Maverick status. The others also fully activated their armor, in a variety of designs and colors, with Kai’s being an odd white/green mix that represented his Clan Yoshi colors, then when the boarding ramp lowered they walked out into a furious wind.  
 
    Bar’ku took the worst of it, given that he was larger than the Humans, but his feet held firm even as they sunk into the snow nearly half a meter as Kai walked lazily atop the snow without leaving footprints.  
 
    “Nice weather, isn’t it?” the trailblazer scoffed. “Use your anti-grav if you want, but not so much that you’ll blow away.” 
 
    Bar’ku did just that, but like Kai he used his Yen’mer to steady himself as he climbed up onto the snow, but his larger mass still left shallow footprints while the Archons’ did not. All of them were having to ‘fly’ into the wind to counteract it, but thankfully all the techs had been left behind and everyone here had most, if not all, of the Star Force psionics. At least the non race-specific ones.  
 
    The Kret’net felt Kai’s mind connect to his, and Bar’ku let him in, for this was the plan they’d discussed enroute. The trailblazer needed to coordinate all of them through his own mind, but not with battlemeld. He just needed to give them a few simple instructions, and that led Bar’ku to break off from the group and head to the left as the others scattered out as well around the solid shield’s perimeter that stood slightly glowing in front of them. 
 
    The outside air was full of blowing and falling snow, but that within the shield was clear and showed 8 pillars bracketing a walkway. The pillars were just inside the nearly vertical wall that was the dome shield. It was so big it looked flat, with the very subtle curve only detectable with a good eye or a sensor kit, both of which they all had.  
 
    Bar’ku walked up to the farthest pillar, which dwarfed him. It was slightly narrower than his body, but stood three times his height. It was not made of the crystal-like material that the obelisks were, but rather rough stone covered with inscriptions. It was the language of the Founders, and thankfully Star Force had already deciphered it and added it to their translation programs, letting Bar’ku trigger an overlay that gave him a series of button labels…but with no buttons.  
 
    At least not visually. With his Essence sense he could feel little nodules within the pillar beneath the labels, and when Kai gave him the first command he sent a tiny bit of Essence into a specific one. 
 
    Nothing happened, and Kai told him to increase the amount gradually until something did. Bar’ku tried 6 times before he got enough, then the script over the button began to glow yellow out of the gray rock, forming little light feathers reflecting off the blowing snow outside the shield barrier. It remained illuminated for several minutes, then went dark again.  
 
    Kai had him press more buttons, as he was having the others do likewise on all the pillars. Two more Archons were also pressing buttons on Bar’ku’s pillar, for there were hundreds on each that made up of some sort of a code lock for getting through the shield. Kai was having to figure it out through trial and error, but each attempt meant depleting a small amount of Essence…hence the need for more fingers to push buttons.  
 
    They stayed at it for 6 hours before calling it quits and heading back, with Bar’ku feeling drained. Each button press took a considerable amount of Essence from him, and many of the Archons had to drop out before the end. He had a much larger reserve due to his body size, but the older Archons had barely scratched the surface of their internal wells and began to pick up the slack when the younger ones began to drop out. 
 
    Bar’ku was glad he’d held out through the end of the mission, but he wouldn’t be coming back here for days, minimum. It would take a lot of time to regenerate what had been lost, but the flipside to that was he’d develop a slightly larger well afterward as an adaptation effect…and that’s how things were going to work here. Essence use when you had it trying to unlock sealed locations and technology, then work exploring and building while you regenerated your reserves.  
 
    The trailblazers were much busier, for they had the largest internal wells off all, but even they had limits and this Temple had been designed for those with far larger ones. That meant any button pressing that Bar’ku could do would save the trailblazers the effort, and he was happy to assist in this manner over the coming months even as more Star Force Essence users arrived…and with them came the Knights of Quenar, en mass, once Star Force had sent everyone they could spare. Some Essence users had to remain in the empire for other duties, including some of the trailblazers, but the Knights of Quenar apparently were able to round up far larger numbers from their hidden population. 
 
    The Bridge was in use constantly once they began to arrive, and they were housed in the Star Force buildings rather than establishing their own colony. Most of Bar’ku’s work was separate from them, but 8 months in and he was assigned a co-op mission back to the same shield dome that had been on his first mission. 
 
    He was there with a dozen Archons, Kai, and some 22 KoQ as they all worked on the problem, with Bar’ku not fully aware of what was going on, for he was only pushing buttons at Kai’s request and not involved in the deliberations about what to press and in what order. Apparently the KoQ had some insight into the workings of Founder lore that had been passed onto them by the Vargemma, and combining that with Paladin-gathered information and Archon intelligence, they finally figured out the riddle before them. 
 
    The Temples had been built to oppose the Hadarak, and seeing as how the Vargemma had never met a Lurker before…for they’d always hid from them…they’d never obtained a genetic sample. But more than that, they’d never obtained a genetic sample from their ‘ooze’ weapon.  
 
    The code that finally unlocked the shield was something that the Vargemma had never figured out in Alpha Temple, for there were many locations still blocked to them. But Star Force had the full genome of the ooze, and a portion of it hinted at by the descriptive text on the pillars was what finally did the trick…though it took more than two hours to manually input the specific genetic sequence. 
 
    The shield didn’t disappear, but retreated upwards slowly, allowing people to walk through underneath while stopping some 48 meters up and keeping the majority of the location covered, though that didn’t stop the winds and snow from blowing in underneath and messing up the pristine landscape inside. 
 
    “Finally,” Kai said, blowing out a long breath and glancing at the Knights of Quenar. “Thanks, fellas.” 
 
    “Let us see what we have acquired,” one of them said from beneath a black robe that covered their wolf-like heads, but left their faces visible while protected by an invisible shield of their own. They looked particularly vulnerable, but Kai knew that was deceptive, for they held a great deal of technology within their clothes and even their bodies that could be called upon at a moment’s notice…though he’d never actually seen them wear a suit of armor. 
 
    Bar’ku stepped in through the opening in the shield, dropping 3 meters to the dry ground when he left the snowpack outside and kicking a little of it in during his slide down with his trailing tail. Then he was walking on natural rock over to the artificial path that led towards a city-like infrastructure some 300 meters ahead. It was broken up into chunks, many of which looked haphazard and sticking out at various angles without purpose, but one thing he had learned since coming here was that nothing here was random.  
 
    What they would find inside he wasn’t sure, but it had been off limits to the general Temple population and Star Force had just earned access to it. The KoQ had said the Vargemma had gone on and on about tiered systems and pockets of power that would only be opened to those who proved themselves worthy. It was an underpinning to their teachings, but apparently had been misconstrued a bit, for without the part about fighting the Hadarak, virtually everything in this Temple lost its purpose.  
 
    But given new revelations, the teachings the Vargemma had given the KoQ were being straightened out and returned to their original purpose, for both Star Force and the enigmatic Order were both empires built on action rather than internal drama. And a lot of the little hints the Founders had left behind became obscured when one took on a passive mindset. 
 
    It would take days at the minimum to search this new facility, but by the end of it Bar’ku guessed they’d have access to a new weapon…or perhaps something much more important. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in the Core… 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran had left Itaru again, and not without good cause. He continually felt more and more constrained there, for his empire was not as stable as their Rimward rivals’ was. The independent J’gar were making ploys with those still loyal to the Empire to break away and join them, while the independent Oso’lon were making territorial acquisitions beyond their current worlds. Nothing that conflicted with the V’kit’no’sat patrols or trade routes, but they were seizing systems that technically fell within the V’kit’no’sat domain and they weren’t exactly asking permission.  
 
    They thought otherwise, having claimed chunks of the galaxy as their own, but Mak’to’ran had never sanctioned that and kept his own operations where they were in the Feerno Region. The actual split in the V’kit’no’sat had never been fully acknowledged, but word had gradually gotten out about it and people knew there were autonomous regions within the Empire…what they didn’t know was that they had fully left it.  
 
    That cover kept there from being a war between the Oso’lon and the V’kit’no’sat over the extra territory in Feerno that wasn’t populated by either group, and the same was true of the J’gar, who held the Hesphatus and Delogi Regions, the latter of which was soon to feel the might of the Hadarak on its throat. The two regions were connected to one another, with Hesphatus being further away from the Deep Core, but the J’gar did not actually control them. They controlled pieces, the V’kit’no’sat controlled the rest, or at least oversaw it, though the Didact claimed it all…but without the strength to actually back up that edict.  
 
    Both the Didact and the Oso’lon Primearch had agents within the empire working against him, which was why Mak’to’ran could not leave Itaru without complications. That system was the key to the empire, and he who ruled it had the visible mantle of leadership…but those were semantics that most V’kit’no’sat now ignored. The Hadarak were on the move, and Mak’to’ran had proven himself as a leader. The bulk of the empire was solidly behind him so long as he could show them a path to victory…no matter how treacherous…but there were enough traitors and cowards mixed into the V’kit’no’sat ranks to cause trouble. For there were some that would eagerly abandon their oaths in exchange for power. 
 
    But even if they claimed it, that power would be temporary until the Hadarak reached out to consume their worlds. Such stupidity did not correct itself, and the closer the Hadarak got to the V’kit’no’sat boundary line the more the unworthy would come to the surface and begin to act. He needed to purge them as they did so, but not today. Today he needed to be in combat, and right now his fleet was engaged with a tier 3 Hadarak assaulting a system of 6 partially inhabited planets. 
 
    Star Force was here evacuating as many of them as they could, but without the number of warships they’d once had. Many had been withdrawn to fight the Vargemma in the Rim, but enough had been left behind to cover the evacuation transports…but not enough to kill Hadarak. That was left to the V’kit’no’sat, but the Hadarak were getting bold and intentionally targeting evacuation sites even if they were not the closest to their expansion waves.  
 
    It was as if they did not want to let the inhabitants get away, which made little sense to Mak’to’ran. If they intended to wipe out every planet in the galaxy then the order in which they did it did not matter, but now it seemed as if the Hadarak were beginning to operate out of spite…and that was something he had never seen them do before. 
 
    Regardless, it meant they were leaping ahead to hit the evacuation sites more often than before, and this Tier 3 was a 428 mile wide monster that nobody was going to stop unless Mak’to’ran could. He wasn’t sure if that was possible, but today was the day they found out just how much damage Legion could do. 
 
    His fleet had already engaged the Hadarak in orbit around the 2nd planet, with huge swarms of minions intercepting them before they could land more than a few Tar’vem’jic strikes on the monster. The fleet he’d brought was only a fraction of the size necessary to tackle a Hadarak this large and even hope to do damage, but he needed them for the swarm, not the main target. And he needed them to provide some very specific holes in those minion swarms, which were just beginning to appear now. 
 
    Mak’to’ran personally issued the order for the first Legion Ysalamir to move out of holding position behind the combat. There was a small crew onboard to make sure no interference in communications was possible, and that crew of Ari’tat flew the 38 mile long solid spike past the fleet blocking off the swarms from getting to it, though a scattering of the minions did. They plastered into the side of the craft, trying to slow it with IDF goo, but there weren’t enough of them and the defenses on the expendable craft easily dispensed with the attackers via point defense weaponry and modulated shields that dumped the goo off into the vacuum of space as it flew on. 
 
    It could not go very fast, for it wasn’t ramming the Hadarak, and on approach it felt the grip of the grapple fields, but a countermeasure system activated and nullified the pull. It took an immense amount of power to do so, but the Legion craft had been designed with massive capacitors that would provide enough power to get them to the target. After that they would not be needed again. 
 
    The little Ysalamir landed on the Hadarak’s surface near one of the massive tentacles so that it couldn’t curl over and smash them…but another nearby tentacle could reach that point in a matter of minutes, so they didn’t have much time. The Legion bored holes into the Yeg’gor armor, latching itself in place so it couldn’t be removed with the grapple fields, then the capacitors switched from protecting the bulk of the craft to protecting the crew module as it shot up and away from the Hadarak. 
 
    The anti-grapple fields were now split, with those still in the Ysalamir being weaker and only protecting the internal mechanisms. The grounding ‘legs’ were not covered, and they visibly torqued as the Hadarak tried to pry them free, but it couldn’t do so fast enough. As soon as the crew module got far enough away, enroute to a pickup with a dedicated Kaeper designed to grab and very quickly evacuate them from the battlefield, the tick-like attached Ysalamir activated with a burst of light beneath it followed by four smokey plumes of material moving outward like compass points. 
 
    They were directed via heavy shield columns powered by what energy was left in the capacitors, to get as much vaporized material out of the line of the beam that was boring down into the Hadarak…then when those finally failed the final mechanism activated and consumed the Legion craft as it converted the internal mass into a Ysalamir bomb directed down into the newly cut shaft. 
 
    Mak’to’ran watched the boring from this Kafcha, then flinched when the final explosion came. Or rather the double explosion. First was the detonation into the weapon matrix that puffed outward from the Hadarak in spectacular fashion, then came the rebound out of the wound…and with it flew chunks of Yeg’gor armor larger than some V’kit’no’sat ships, though he couldn’t see them with his eyes for several seconds. The targeting computers had to find them for him and the others as they scoped out the damage done to the Hadarak. 
 
    An 8 mile deep hole had been bored, but the crater was some 22 miles wide and elongated, with the narrowest part being only 6 miles wide. Mak’to’ran didn’t know if that was supposed to happen or was a quirk of how this Hadarak had grown, for they’d obviously found some kind of seam in it. But regardless, they’d damaged in a ‘small’ way the massive Hadarak far more so than anything else they had in their fleet could even dream of doing short of hours’ worth of continuous fire.  
 
    “A successful strike,” Belo’chat said from behind him on the command deck, with the I’rar’et perched on a specially made raised beam installed on the Era’tran ship for their guest.  
 
    “Indeed,” Mak’to’ran mewed. “What do you make of the crater size?” 
 
    “Curious, but not totally unpredicted. We’ve never been able to detonate Yeg’gor in this fashion, so the fracture process has only been guessed at. The end result I am pleased with. Are you?” 
 
    “Far from a skill shot, but it accomplished its purpose,” Mak’to’ran said satisfied as he dispatched another of the 38 Legion craft waiting nearby to target the center of the wound in order to deepen it further. “Let’s see how many it takes to get past the Yeg’gor. I don’t hope to kill this beast today, but if we can wound it badly enough that it cannot further its assault, then we will have a worthy victory.” 
 
    “Long enough for Star Force to finish evacuating the system.” 
 
    “That is secondary, but notable. The victory will be in stopping the unstoppable…but we are not there yet. Right now it is only stung, and not even responding to the attack.” 
 
    “It will when we hit its interior,” Belo’chat assured him. “I can promise you that much, assuming the fleet can continue to screen for Legion.” 
 
    “That we will,” Mak’to’ran said as his personal ship was engaged in sniping activity from the rim of the battlefield rather than staying beyond it like Star Force control ships typically did. He wasn’t going to dive into the heaviest of combat unless absolutely necessary, but he wasn’t going to be a spectator either. He had been a naval commander long before he became the sole leader of the V’kit’no’sat, and he wasn’t about to let the position transition him into a coward. Especially not today of all days, for they were not escorting a Star Force weapon this time. Legion was theirs, as was the responsibility to hunt and destroy Hadarak, for that’s what the very definition of what a V’kit’no’sat was supposed to be, and today they were reassuming that mantle even if Star Force was unable to return to the fight. 
 
    A telepathic chorus of cheers made its way across his ship when the crew saw the damage done to the Hadarak, and Mak’to’ran echoed a ‘roar’ of his own, though the command deck remained audibly silent. A V’kit’no’sat declawed was not truly a V’kit’no’sat, and today they had reattained parity with Star Force on this warfront…and as far as he knew the Zak’de’ron hadn’t, making the V’kit’no’sat, for the first time, truly dominant compared to their former masters. 
 
    He mentally activated his ship’s comm system on an odd frequency and sent a pithy, and quite rude, message to the Zak’de’ron scout ships he assumed had followed his fleet and were observing from afar as the second Legion arrived in the crater and attached itself, preparing to detonate as it shot its crew module back out of the Hadarak’s gravity well to the safety of a pickup ship as a number of minions raced to get to it first. 
 
    The Hadarak learned fast, and before long they’d develop some tactic to make these strikes harder. But before they did that, Mak’to’ran was going to have his fill of vengeance and turn this beast running. It was high time they saved Star Force, and several hours later when the Hadarak had been wounded deeply enough to make it flee for the safety of the system’s star, Mak’to’ran also sent a pithy, but not so rude, message to the Star Force ships in the system. 
 
    YOU’RE WELCOME, HATCHLINGS. 
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    August 28, 128548 
 
    Nephestus System (Repository System, Terraxia Kingdom) 
 
    Ittalika 
 
      
 
    Davis stood in the war room along with four of the trailblazers as the newest batch of updates from the Beta Temple came in, with all 5 of them silently digesting the information along with the information from the rest of the empire that was flowing more freely. The Beta Temple had to send reports back through the Bridge, and then couriers had to carry them to the outermost part of the Star Force communications network before they could be transmitted at a more reasonable pace. 
 
    But it worked, and though delayed, Davis and the other hidden Star Force leadership was able to monitor their progress and get the benefit of what they learned…and today there was a bit of new weaponry that they were adding to Star Force’s armory. 
 
    It had been protected behind a code locked shield, and the access code turned out to be a segment of the genetic code of the ‘ooze’ weapon the Lurker had deployed against Morgan’s now dead Borg-class warship. The Paladin had reported the existence of an identical facility on Alpha Temple, but to date the Vargemma had not been able to unlock it. And if it truly required contact with a Lurker, then that explained their difficulty. It seemed the Founders only wanted to give knowledge and power to those who needed it, and the Lurkers were not the first line of Hadarak defense, but the primary responders when the Hadarak were able to be killed in too quick a fashion. 
 
    The facility that had been unlocked on the Beta Temple was a factory to produce a counter-agent, though a technological one. It was an ooze of its own, designed to eat and destroy the Lurker weaponry without damaging anything else not specified. It could be modified to consume natural resources in order to expand itself further, but those had to be preprogrammed into the nanites before release. And those nanites also had a time stamp kill code mandated, so they couldn’t spread indefinitely, because they were hardened against area of effect interference. No signals could be received to override or alter their programming. They were essentially a technological version of bacteria designed to eat the ooze. 
 
    The rate of consumption was far inferior to that of the ooze, but the Shi’va’ti could be used to lay down a line of defense that the ooze would have a difficult time penetrating, thus giving the Founders and their chosen resistance fighters the ability to cordon off sections of affected landscape to prevent the ooze from spreading across an entire planet, or in quick moving applications, parts of a ship or facility. 
 
    Basically it was a fire extinguisher that could grow itself once deployed, and Davis was relieved to have it. Beta Temple was producing a large amount to send back for further research, but so long as they held that Temple they’d have the ability to design and produce Shi’va’ti to use in the war against the Hadarak. So far the Lurkers hadn’t used the ooze again, so Davis had nothing to test it against, but as soon as the Star Force fleet returned to hunting the now multiple Lurkers he was certain that they would start employing more and more of their exotic weapons. 
 
    He’d gotten word from Mak’to’ran that Legion was now in effect and living up to its promise. 18 Hadarak were now dead from it, and that only in a handful of months. The V’kit’no’sat were mass producing the kamikaze Ysalamiri, and he was glad to see that they were becoming effective. So far the Vargemma hadn’t shown up to interfere, but then again they weren’t going after true Ysalamir, but smaller expendable ones. That would make it almost impossible to track and destroy them, especially if the V’kit’no’sat were devoting resources to produce thousands of them. 
 
    Sadly though, Mak’to’ran also reported that a Lurker had already responded to the assaults and massacred one of his Legion-augmented fleets. When they attempted to latch onto the Lurker it simply disintegrated the Ysalamir. The backup plan the V’kit’no’sat had was to skip the drilling phase and just ram the Lurker with a timed detonation. Nearly all attempts were intercepted and destroyed, with just two getting through…and those only burned the surface armor for less than half a mile of penetration. It was a noticeable wound, but it wasn’t going to be enough to kill the Lurkers. 
 
    Davis had promised Mak’to’ran that if he could avoid the Lurkers and just hunt the Hadarak ‘Wardens,’ he’d send Materia-carrying fleets to assist once the Vargemma situation was resolved. He needed those badass weapons here to kill Olopar with, for the losses Star Force was taking across the empire were escalating badly. The Vargemma were being coy about what they were going to attack, which left Davis and the others having to guess with regards to where they sent their Materia.  
 
    Sometimes they guessed right, and the Olopar kill count was now up to 7, but the Vargemma had been able to knock out 9 constructs at 6 different Grid Points, and repairing/rebuilding those was not a quick process. The trade disruptions were giving Davis a headache, but he’d been rerouting much of Star Force’s priority shipping through black hole routes where applicable. The Vargemma couldn’t take those out, and a slower route was better than having to turn around whenever an existing Grid Point link suddenly went down. 
 
    But the civilian traffic was a nightmare in these locations, though the local Monarchs were managing it. The Grid Point system was something everyone in or associated with Star Force had come to rely on, and without it the galaxy suddenly got a lot larger. What normally took months of travel now took years in some cases, though most of the Grid Point network was still up and running, but Davis didn’t expect the Vargemma to stop knocking holes in it until they were forced to, and without a means of reaching the other Temples, Star Force couldn’t do that. 
 
    The death toll was catastrophic, for the Vargemma weren’t just targeting constructs, which had millions of people inside them anyway. They were firing on anything Star Force, and anyone at Star Force locations, so when they hit a Grid Point and the city-like spread of space-based facilities surrounding them, trillions of people were being slaughtered across the galaxy in total, and Star Force had no way to keep the enemy away from the highly populated areas other than to hit them with as much firepower as they could when they emerged. 
 
    That, at least, was diminishing the targets hit by requiring the Vargemma to send larger fleets to screen for the Olopar, but Davis knew they were just making more of them inside their Temples, as well as their own warships, which were dying en mass to accomplish these missions. Their technology was far inferior to Star Force’s, but it was getting the job done because the Essence technology added to it was letting them pop in and out wherever they wanted, bypassing traditional stellar orbit jumpline defenses.  
 
    Davis was used to it now, and though he didn’t like taking losses and becoming calloused to it, he had no choice. The Vargemma were attacking and he couldn’t stop it, so the only way forward was to weather the damage as they pushed for a means to attack the Vargemma in their secure Temples. Davis didn’t want to look at the lists of the dead, but occasionally he did just to remind himself of the horrors he was hiding from out here. For the sake of those dying and those who were going to die, he had to live and find a way to avenge them.  
 
    Another piece of the update from Beta Temple detailed Greg’s exploration of one of the ‘orbital’ facilities. There were no orbital mechanics inside a Dyson Sphere, just anti-grav to resist the tiny bit of gravity the shell emitted. Still, that little bit was enough to travel via dropship out to one of the facilities, all of which were shield locked until you passed the Founders’ little puzzles. Greg reported the Knights of Quenar were indispensable in this, for their Essence skillset seemed to cover areas that the Archons’ did not, and vice versa. Together they were unlocking a lot of stuff, but Greg reiterated that the bigger locks, such as on the portals, were far beyond their reach until they learned and grew their skills following the Temple’s training…and that was going to take years, if not centuries, to get to the prerequisite points. 
 
    Davis tried to console himself by remembering that they had shut down the attacks coming from the Alpha Temple, so the Vargemma had less to hit them with, but it didn’t seem to matter when viewing the battle reports coming in. Star Force was being blindsided everywhere, despite their adaptations that were causing the Vargemma to lose more and more ships as the Archons learned better how to fight them. The power of Essence was just too great to counter with standard weaponry, and the Vargemma were obviously willing to pay the price of these suicide victories with their numerous populations inside the Temples. 
 
    He still didn’t know how many there were, nor how many were inhabited or to what extent. Most people inside had never traveled between them, so the Paladin Mind Raiders couldn’t pull information about other Temples from them. Eventually they might grab someone who had traveled elsewhere, but based on the number of attacks hitting Star Force, Davis guessed they had dozens of Temples as full as Alpha…at the minimum.  
 
    Thrawn had gone a step further and actually attacked Alpha Temple from the exterior, after confirming that the inside of the attack point was clear of people. He tried all types of weaponry, but none of it affected the Essence field for even a moment. Where it was being emitted from was still a mystery, and the hole they tore into the exterior of the Temple was immediately tagged for reconstruction by the Caretakers…who did not travel beyond the Essence barrier to attack the Paladin ships outside. They just repaired the damage, invisible to those attacking from beyond.  
 
    A follow up report on the Caretaker activity repairing the breach caught Davis’s eye, as he was curious where they were drawing resources from. Were they mining them out of the crust, or did they have backup warehouses with ready-made replacements available? 
 
    The Paladin had backtracked some of it, dead ending in well defended facilities with shield-covered access points. The Caretaker craft were being allowed through the shields, and were coming out with crates that the Paladin had intercepted thereafter enough to scan inside…to find raw materials. 
 
    Not perfectly geometric cubes of hydrogen or other resources, but chunks of ore, or in some cases finely ground sand that were being processed in other locations in the Temple. 
 
    That made no sense to Davis. Why weren’t they being processed on site then transported with lower volume? They had their choice of the crust in the entire Sphere to mine, so why… 
 
    Davis froze as a thought occurred to him, and the subtle change in either his body or mind caught the attention of the trailblazers. 
 
    “Davis?” Paul asked from his left where he was reviewing other material with a halo of holograms around him. 
 
    “The raw materials are not coming from the Temple. They’re being imported to replace the mass that Thrawn extracted from the exterior.” 
 
    “From where?” Jax-064 asked. 
 
    “If it was another Temple they wouldn’t be crude. They’re coming from the field where the Caretakers do not have extensive refinement infrastructure.” 
 
    “A field trip,” Paul echoed.  
 
    “Exactly. How far are they going to get ore?” 
 
    Rex-079 pulled up a starmap of the area surrounding Alpha Temple. “Unless there are pockets hidden in the Nebula, the closest point is Kanethrol. I doubt they’re getting in there under our nose, so the next closest would be…19.2 lightyears away. It’s in the nebula or they’re using Essence travel.” 
 
    “Beta has no nebula, so where would they get theirs?” Blake-030 asked. 
 
    “The Caretakers are going in and out somehow,” Davis reiterated. “Maybe they don’t use the main portals after all?” 
 
    “A private back door between Temples,” Paul said. “And one out to quiet mining locations. The lost Olopar and warships would diminish the total mass within the Temple. If they’re precisely monitoring it…” 
 
    “More likely it’s the superstructure they care about,” Jax countered. “I’d guess the surface stuff is expected to be depleted over time, and they put a lot in to begin with.” 
 
    “Point,” Paul conceded. “Unless the Caretakers are programmed to restock it from underground. They have the burrowing technology to do it.” 
 
    “Too visible,” Blake pointed out. “If we get in there and really set up shop, we’ll be depleting resources faster than they could replenish them without an army going out into the galaxy they’re supposed to be hiding from. I’m with Jax on this one. The Temple is supposed to be a storehouse that gets depleted, but repairs to the superstructure are classified differently. They probably have to replace whatever they use to make the repairs, so that the denizens still have their full amount of resources available.” 
 
    “How’d they build these without being even more visible in the first place?” Paul asked. 
 
    Jax shrugged. “I don’t know, but the increase in Caretaker activity occurred when Thrawn poked a hole in the shell. Mass wise, that’s a lot less than the Vargemma are mining daily.” 
 
    “I still bet they have a backup plan for material loss. If they do for Essence, I bet they won’t let the entire Temple run out of resources.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to go through, Paul, but I agree,” Blake said with a nod. “My gut says they’re probably not anywhere near that point. The Essence was nearly empty, so they had to refuel to minimal levels.” 
 
    “Because the Vargemma have their own wells and didn’t give enough?” Rex wondered. 
 
    “We haven’t even found the reapers yet,” Paul pointed out. “I bet they have a separate Caretaker network of portals, and the visible ones are for denizen use.” 
 
    “Piggyback?” Rex floated, pointing out the obvious idea that Davis had been referring to.  
 
    “Without pissing off the Caretakers,” Jax amended.  
 
    “Or going through them,” Davis said with a clenched jaw. “We don’t have the time to play by the rules. We have to get to the other Temples, even if we have to destroy every Caretaker to do it.” 
 
    “They can make more,” Paul added. “I wonder if they will ever stop hunting us if we kill one of them in view…” 
 
    Rex smiled. “Yeah, we just have to be sneaky about it. How much surveillance do they really have?” 
 
    “Not enough down in the crust,” Jax said, referencing how the Paladin had killed snooping Caretaker drones beneath the surface where their comm signals wouldn’t penetrate. “But we’ll have to be damn careful up top in their facilities. The walls probably have a lot of imbedded tech.” 
 
    “We might be able to sneak through,” Blake suggested, “if they can’t track our bodies’ Essence.” 
 
    “Regardless, we have to find out if there’s another way to get to the other Temples,” Davis reiterated. “Don’t be shy about this. They’re just robots.” 
 
    “And robots don’t use Essence to get through the front door,” Rex noted. “The activation of any portals has to be by signal, so maybe, if they use the main ones…” 
 
    “We can replicate the signal and open them up drawing off the Temples’ Essence reserves,” Davis finished. “But that’s assuming we can hack them. We’re not there yet.” 
 
    “I think piggyback is our quickest option,” Paul said, flexing his hands in front of him. “And if we’re going where no man has gone before, we need our best.” 
 
    “Go,” Davis said, glancing at the others. “All of you. If we can fight a ground war without the fleet, then we will.” 
 
    “Well now I’m definitely going,” Rex said, cracking a smile at the thought of facing off against trillions of Vargemma solo.  
 
    “And if you can’t get through,” Davis said, acknowledging a very real possibility. “Find the smallest portal you can and tear it apart. Reverse engineering our own might be quicker than passing the Founder skill tests.” 
 
    “Right,” Blake acknowledged, knowing that would probably put them in the decades range, at least, before they could get reinforcements to the Paladin, let alone any other Temple. “My money is on sneaking in, and if there’s a way we’ll find it. I promise.” 
 
    “Just get it done,” Davis said, pained. And they all knew why, for they shared the same frustration at sitting helpless while people were being ambushed and killed and they had no way to stop it, only survive it, and that did not sit well with any Archon of any rank, let alone the Director who took a more personal responsibility for the Empire that he had crafted, more so even than the trailblazers did. 
 
    Rex punched Paul lightly in the shoulder and ran out, with the other three trailblazers following and getting the rest still in hiding here to join them as they went straight to the hangar bay and then off planet. That left Davis here alone, but that was fine with him. If he couldn’t go with them…and he really wanted to…then it was better not to hamstring any of them by keeping company.  
 
    He still had an empire to run, and though it could do well enough in his absence, a few little orders given here and there could make a difference in lives, so he’d wait and watch from here, passing along clandestine messages to the Monarchs where needed, and keeping himself alive just in case something went horribly wrong in Beta Temple. But a part of him wanted to be there if it did, for he didn’t want to survive if the trailblazers did not…but he had to. That was his responsibility, for he was the Vargemma’s number 1 target, and after surviving in a situation where he should have died, he wasn’t going to test his luck again, though he very much wanted to be exploring the Temples with the trailblazers and actively doing something to get at the Vargemma, rather than sitting in the center of the spider’s web and watching the empire take hit after hit after hit with no relief in sight.  
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    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Paul and the other 56 trailblazers crossed the Bridge in a single travel orb, leaving them extremely vulnerable to attack, but they arrived without incident and quickly joined the others who were already a step ahead of them. They’d gotten the Paladin update detailing the location of some of the potential hidden portals and had done some scouting on their own, but they didn’t know that Davis intended for them to use them. 
 
    “He said what?” Sara-012 asked, mildly shocked.  
 
    “We can’t wait,” Paul reiterated as he met her privately in one of the Star Force outposts while the other trailblazers were out talking to their kin in person. “The longer we do, more people die. If we can get in this way, we’re going to.” 
 
    “And he sent everybody?” 
 
    “If this works, we’re going to need the most skilled people going first.” 
 
    “No Golden Knights?” 
 
    “Not for scouting. If this works, they’ll be coming along with everyone else small enough to fit.” 
 
    “You’re serious about this?” she asked cautiously.  
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Even though we could be walking into a buzz saw.” 
 
    “I’m tired of waiting, and so is Davis.” 
 
    “It’s reckless, Paul. Extremely reckless.” 
 
    “So why do I see a hint of a smile that you can’t completely suppress?” he asked deadpan. 
 
    “Because it will be ridiculously badass if it works. What makes you think we can piggyback?” 
 
    “They have to use an Essence bubble. If we get inside it there should be no problem.” 
 
    “Do they have to be spherical bubbles?” 
 
    “That’s one of the many things we’re here to find out. So are you going to guide me through or make me figure it out on my own?” 
 
    “We’re going in pairs?” 
 
    “Yes. Singles are too risky, and depending on what we find, we might need battlemeld.” 
 
    “Hopefully not. Alright, I’m your date. How do we know where we’re going and how do we get back?” 
 
    “We don’t. We just surf the Caretaker grid and map it out as we go.” 
 
    “Long term supplies?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “We brought plenty.” 
 
    Sara bit her lip. “We really are going out on a limb, aren’t we?” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay here.” 
 
    “Not my point. But some of us might not come back.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Vargemma are that smart. It’ll just be the Caretakers and whatever else the Founders built. We can handle that.” 
 
    “You hope,” she reminded him.  
 
    “Thrawn is going to keep shooting holes in Alpha, so hopefully if we follow the supply flow we will end up there eventually.” 
 
    “Assuming there is a supply flow to follow and they’re just not going out in the backyard to some mining outpost to draw resources from.” 
 
    “We need to find out regardless.” 
 
    “Wait, why aren’t you going with Jason?” 
 
    “He has his apprentice, and I didn’t want to break them up. Morgan brought Ginsi, and we have a few other hitchhikers, but I wanted an original.” 
 
    “And you’re still level 1 Saiyan.” 
 
    “Not the best for this kind of mission, but you know my reasons.” 
 
    “I know, Admiral. Don’t worry. I’ll hold your hand.” 
 
    “Sooner rather than later. The others are leaving as soon as somebody figures out how.” 
 
    “Give me 20 minutes and a pack, then I’m all yours.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Paul said as she ran off to do whatever.  
 
    He waited in the hallway by the cupola that led onto the small landing pad atop one of the many research outposts set up near, or in this case, on top of a Caretaker facility. This one, according to the battlemap Paul was surfing while he waited, was set over a Responder. Sara had probably been training or testing out with her Essence skills, which was something she couldn’t do in the main base. Other stations were set up where Neo-level Archons were helping armies of techs analyze, record, and break down as much as possible, though some facilities resisted being tampered with and sent out Caretaker guards to stop the techs from prying too much. 
 
    The Knights of Quenar were also here en mass and helping with a variety of things. Paul hoped they behaved themselves, for the last thing they needed now was a stab in the back…which was why this mission wasn’t being input into the battlemap or even told about to the local personnel save for a handful of trustees staying here to coordinate who went where and service them when…or if…they came back. 
 
    True to her word, Sara showed back up some 17 minutes and 21 seconds later with her armor armbands glimmering in the sunlight coming in through the open archway door to the landing pad.  
 
    “Where’s our gear?” 
 
    “In the dropship,” Paul said, falling into step with her as they jogged out. Neither one wanted to get beat by the others in being the first pair to make it out of the Temple. “I’ve got us a prospective exit point. Have you been there?” 
 
    “No,” she answered his telepathic location data. “But if it’s like the others, the first barrier is a shield and then you’ve got a lot of monitoring equipment inside that activates Hound units. If you can avoid detection then you’ve pretty much got the run of the Caretaker areas.” 
 
    “How much of a cloak?” Paul asked as they ran into the rear of the dropship. 
 
    “Level 19 was what did it,” she said as the trailblazer mentally triggered the ramp to rise and seal, then she caught a heavy geodic hexagon as Paul tossed it to her.  
 
    “Level 28,” he said.  
 
    “I didn’t know we had a 28,” Sara said, pressing it against her right forearm gauntlet and waiting as it melted it into it. The material made her gauntlet extra thick, but it still covered no extra skin on her arm. 
 
    “It’s pieces of 28. The most the Mastertechs had finished. Figured we needed all the advantages we could get.” 
 
    “I won’t argue that,” she said as the dropship lifted off and began to auto-fly to the location at Paul’s mental prompting as he pulled out a similar hexagon and incorporated it into his armor. Then he opened a crate and effortlessly tossed a large square box to Sara. 
 
    She caught the backpack enhancement, but she had to deploy her armor across her torso in order to attach it to her shoulder blades. That left her with a Paladin-like vest that saw her forearm pieces moved up and into shoulder-pad position. In truth she could position the armor pieces anywhere on her body she wanted to carry them, but forearms was the norm, except when they needed a pack to fill up with supplies. 
 
    Sara opened up another crate, then telekinetically started flying foodstuffs, weapons, and other small, compact bits of equipment up and over her head, then deposited them neatly inside the pack that continued to enlarge as needed to fit them all. By the time she and Paul were finished they looked like Ninja Turtles, with hilariously large packs that would not be well suited to fight in…though for a trailblazer they wouldn’t be all that hindering.  
 
    Still, Sara didn’t like the bulkiness…but the idea of running out of supplies and dying from starvation somewhere totally unknown within the galaxy made a little awkwardness totally acceptable. And she could ditch anything she wanted enroute if needed, so both Archons became pocket hoarders all the way up to the arrival point, but they weren’t the first ones here. 
 
    The dropship landed in the bitter cold of another Region beyond the one that had fully melted and was in the beginning process of planting, with numerous Caretaker craft zooming all over depositing seeds or seedlings based on some preprogrammed pattern, then other drones would bring in Essence pods and ‘spray’ specific seedlings with it. Not very many, and he was surprised they were willing to use the limited amount of Essence that they’d donated to the Temple so far for plant growing, but the results couldn’t be argued with. 
 
    Mature trees, covines, bushes, vines, and other things that were apparently essential grew to maturity in less than an hour, sucking resources out of the ground and air so fast they created mini storms around the site and sank into a depression in the ground during the process…but that only helped with water collection after the growth spurts were ended. 
 
    Paul was curious about the patterns, and Sara hadn’t been able to detect a reason for it yet, but they both had bigger things to worry about, though Morgan and Ginsi getting to this exit point first wasn’t really one of them. They just acted like it was. 
 
    “Ah nuts,” Paul said, seeing their dropship already on the frozen ground and two icons of armored suits walking across the snowpack into an ancient archway set into a hillside, marked as the infamous Master/Apprentice duo from ages past. 
 
    “Guess I shouldn’t have washed my hair,” Sara joked. “Let’s see how well they sneak in. Neither of them has been here to try before now.” 
 
    “How many attempts did it take you?” 
 
    “Twice after Rafa figured out the cloak needed. They’re really sensitive to sound, so any big footsteps and you get particle sweepers that the cloaks can’t handle.” 
 
    “Plasma?” 
 
    “Something finer than that. We didn’t get a chance to analyze it. We were trying to hide from it.” 
 
    “Step lightly, got it,” Paul echoed as they set down next to a Temple barge that looked to have been parked here a while based on the snow stuck to the shield dome over it. That was probably from a team of techs that had been here studying the site, and Sara confirmed his telepathic question with a simple mental ‘nod’ as they ran down the lowering ramp and passed through their own containment shield keeping the frigid air out of the craft. 
 
    Frost formed on Paul’s helmet faceplate, but since it was opaque anyway it didn’t make much difference, but get too much on it and all the little micro-cameras imbedded into the armor might get covered, so a de-icing program automatically kicked in and tiny rivulets of water flowed around to the back of his neck where they were splashed off down towards the ground, keeping his helmet completely clean of water and any other foreign substance that found its way onto it. 
 
    But Paul didn’t need the visuals when he had Pefbar to navigate with, though colors and long range objects weren’t detectable with the psionic, and he preferred getting as much information as possible, especially when they were going into the unknown. 
 
    Sara jogged ahead of him, with Paul matching her stride so his footprints in the snow fell inside hers. They had approximately the same size feet, so if anyone was watching later it would look like one set of tracks instead of two…though he did notice shallow, almost filled, depressions from what was probably the tech team arriving earlier. 
 
    That meant a lot of snow had been falling here, or blowing, which made the exterior conditions even more inhospitable, but as soon as they passed through the archway their feet hit synthetic rock tiles set into an odd triangle pattern with Paul’s external temperature gage jumping back above freezing.  
 
    He kept his armor on, save for his helmet that he retracted. Sara did the same, then the two Ninja Turtles jogged up into a room that held 8 techs and the fleeting image of the backside of two more enormous packs disappearing around a corner on the far side. 
 
    “Jensen?” Sara asked, knowing one of the techs on sight. 
 
    “They’re heading into shaft 1. We figure if we try to get at the portals from different directions it might spread out the Caretaker teams if you’re discovered. Take shaft 4. That’s furthest from them. And good luck. We’ll be here if you come back this way.” 
 
    “How will you know?” Paul asked. 
 
    “We snuck a few cloaked cameras inside,” Sara admitted.  
 
    “How are they transmitting back?” 
 
    “Spiderweb lines,” Tech Jensen answered. “The Caretaker surveillance is looking for people, not microline. Not here anyway. Elsewhere they’ve got far more sensitive surveillance. These must not be high priority areas.” 
 
    “Or no one would be stupid enough to risk pissing them off,” Sara noted. “Either way, good for us. You ready?” 
 
    “Born,” Paul answered pithily. 
 
    “Mimic me and be quiet. Don’t use telepathy or battlemeld. They have sensors for that.” 
 
    “Hand signals it is then,” Paul said, resealing his helmet as Sara did the same, then he followed her at a brisk walk down a serious of corridors that led to the point on his battlemap that had been updated as ‘Shaft 4’ with a gleaming purple/blue energy shield covering it. Sara stopped well shy of it, then they both watched as a small Caretaker unit came out carrying a small cubical crate of some kind. It was impossible to say without scanning it, and right now they didn’t want to draw attention. 
 
    They let it get further away, then when Paul was sure there was no more sounds of the swooshing air the Caretakers faintly made, Sara lifted a hand and twisted her fingers around in a pattern that meant ‘going ninja,’ after which she activated her cloaking field and went invisible save for a faint outline. 
 
    Paul did likewise, then reduced his tracker emission down to a range of 5 meters. It was a very odd and short range type of signal that nearly all races didn’t even know existed, let alone built equipment to track. If they did, they’d have to get close to pick up on it, and because it was so weak it could only pass very limited information between the two of them, and then it was scaled down even further, with just enough remaining so they could see the location of each other’s bodies while cloaked so they didn’t run into each other. 
 
    To everyone else they weren’t there, and even the air moving around them was pushed a bit by microshield paddles to make it slide over their armor and reset in a stable position behind them rather than creating a current. It wasn’t perfect, but nearly so, meaning the Archons could run past somebody and they wouldn’t feel the wave of air. The same was true if they fanned the air in front of someone’s face, for it would cling to their skin and then be deposited still once their hand had passed. 
 
    It was damn-advanced technology, with a few new tweaks added in this partial level 28 version, including the shield bypass function that allowed them to reroute the Founders’ inferior shield around them so that the equipment producing it didn’t detect a disruption. That wouldn’t work on Star Force’s most advanced and sensitive shielding, but it was good enough to get by these egress shields, which were designed to allow the Caretakers in and out but nobody else. 
 
    Paul and Sara got through by disrupting the shields while hiding the fact that they were disrupting them, but there was still a tiny visual blip the moment they made contact, but not on exiting. Both passed through and waited a moment, but they didn’t sense any sounds of activity change, and they didn’t dare risk scanning with their sensors or psionics. Not even their Essence. They had to be ghosts, and in terms of ninja skills, that meant going old school navigating while hiding under their new school cloaks.  
 
    Sara reached her hand out to the side, then signaled that they were good to go. After that Paul followed her step for step and let her lead, trusting that she knew a few tricks in this environment that he didn’t, and tried to minimize his interactions with the ground to give his sound-dampening boot treads as much help as possible… 
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    The ‘work’ area for the Caretakers was huge. There were miles of passages linking various factories and repositories, all with varying sizes of drones floating around attending to their business as the pair of Archons quietly snuck past them. And there were a lot of them. Far more than were visible on the surface of Alpha Temple, and Beta Temple had far less than that moving around because most of the Temple was still an ice cube. 
 
    In addition to horizontal corridors and chambers, they came across a lot of vertical shafts, one of which Sara pointed down, then hand signaled that there was a ‘lot of stuff’ down there. Paul got the message she was trying to send, indicating that these facilities on the surface were just the tip of the iceberg, and most of the Caretaker domain was further down in the crust.  
 
    He knew from the battlemap that most of these areas had not been explored by the trailblazers that had got here before him. They’d only backtracked the flow of some of the cargo carrying Caretakers to the portals, which were in the surface…or at least near surface underground facilities. That made sense, because they’d be accessible to the flying traffic as well as the depths in as neutral a spot as you could get. Paul wondered if there were other portals in the orbital facilities, or if they only trusted them on the superstructure itself. The main ones weren’t in space, but imbedded into the surface where ships could descend into them, and perhaps there was some unknown reason for that. 
 
    He didn’t expect to figure that out today, and eventually Sara and him came to an area with far more traffic that required them to move slower. Eventually they came to a bottleneck of drones that they had to crawl by, for they were all floating but too wide to move through with their packs. The archways seemed to be just slightly wider than the width of the largest cargo canisters they were carrying, so crawling was the only option, whether it be on the floor or ceiling. 
 
    They opted for the floor and caused their bulky packs to flatten out as much as possible, making their ‘turtle shells’ even wider as they dropped to the floor, then Sara signaled him to wait. He saw her hands and feet rise off the floor, leaving her floating an inch above it but not moving.  
 
    She was either using the anti-grav in her armor or her Yen’mer, Paul wasn’t sure which, and she was waiting to see if they could detect it. Since gravity seemed to pass through everything without diminishing, it shouldn’t alter the anti-grav of the drones directly over them, but when dealing with advanced tech from an alien race, you never knew for sure. 
 
    Sara’s body eventually started drifting forward, even as the drones shifted up a position in line. Paul opted to crawl behind her for a few strides, then saw what she had. One of the drones ahead of them was lower to the ground than the others, and it was going to be a very tight fit.  
 
    Precision flying was the only way to get through, otherwise they’d have to wait in line and move with it. Neither trailblazer was going to be that patient unless absolutely necessary, so Paul took flight a fraction of an inch off the ground, then got even lower. His mind was used to precision naval maneuvers, and translating that to personal flight wasn’t that difficult. He was using his Yen’mer, just in case the artificial methods left something else detectable. They both worked in a similar manner, but there was some more exotic compounds in his armor to make it extra efficient that were not present in his body. 
 
    But his Yen’mer had been finely tuned long ago, and he slid across the ground with a 1/6th of an inch air gap in between his chest/knees and the floor a couple meters behind Sara. When she made it under the low bar ahead he followed, gliding by without incident, then she sped up and began zipping underneath the line almost as if she was racing him. 
 
    Paul lifted up a little bit more and increased speed, making sure not to brush his still flat and very wide pack against the sidewalls, but a couple minutes of that and Sara suddenly twisted to the left and got out of the line as they entered a larger chamber. Paul followed, coming to his feet and shrinking his pack back down into a narrower block set into his armor as he got his first look at the portals, which were clustered here and other places around the Temple, but this group was the nearest, and if Morgan and Ginsi had made good time, they should be here already. 
 
    He didn’t see any outlines, so either they were here and out of range, or they hadn’t made it yet…or maybe they’d already gone through. There were 8 different vertical rings set into the far wall, each some 22 meters wide, and the line of drones were busy loading up larger transport craft that the other trailblazers had labeled ‘puddle jumpers’ because they were cylinders that fit the dimensions of the portals perfectly to maximize internal volume.  
 
    Those were what he and Sara had to piggyback on, but it was obvious they couldn’t cling to the side walls or they’d be scrapped off when passing through…or maybe not. These weren’t stargates exactly, and when one of the puddle jumpers finished loading and dipped into the shimmering effect, it didn’t go all the way in. It got about halfway then the entire transport blinked out of existence.  
 
    Paul knew that was it transitioning into the Essence Realm, and he heard a pop of atmosphere disappearing. The perimeter of the bubble was important to know, but apparently Sara was already well ahead of him, signaling to follow her as she crept her way towards one of the portals in the middle. They’d organized with the others so they didn’t double up and go through similar ones, though Paul didn’t know which was which. Sara knew, and he was just tagging along, but it was possible that all 8 would go to the same location…or they could be targetable and go anywhere within half the galaxy…or whatever the range of these things actually was. That still hadn’t been determined, for the Responders were mum on certain upper limits of Founder technology. 
 
    Sara led him to one of the puddle jumpers just coming down from an overhead hatch in the chamber through doors that were constantly opening and closing. Paul didn’t know why they were doing that with the constant traffic when you could just leave them open or use a shield barrier…then it clicked when he saw the shimmer on the portals disappear each time one of the doors opened.  
 
    He took a slight chance and opened his senses to Essence without using any of it. He hoped that didn’t give off a reflection or absorption deficit that was noticeable, but it allowed him to see the Essence pooled in the portals because some of it was actively being used. If it wasn’t he wouldn’t pick it up without a scan effect, which he didn’t dare use here. But the feed lines running to the portals disappeared when they dropped a certain depth, and Paul knew it wasn’t due to a lack of range on his part. 
 
    This entire chamber was shielded to hide Essence use. Perhaps as a way to keep the denizens above from realizing how much was actually going on down here…or maybe to keep Essence thieves away. With it being the most valuable commodity in the universe, at least as far as the Founders were concerned, it would be conceivable that the Vargemma or others might try to siphon it out of the Temple for their own uses, so making these portals invisible to their senses was probably just another layer of security. 
 
    But what Paul could see when the doors closed again, shielding view from above, was the perimeter of the Essence bubble created around another puddle jumper when it blinked out of existence. It was almost too fast to see, but apparently Sara had gotten it too, either now or before, because she signaled to head to the front of one just descending towards the middle portals. 
 
    He followed her around the line of drones that started filling up the rear end of the craft that split open to reveal an empty cargo hold inside. The duo didn’t try to get in it, but rather walked around to the front side where there were four claw-like protrusions that appeared to be adapters that could incorporate other containers. They were empty at the moment, but the almost afterimage that Paul had of the Essence bubble had it going around them and leaving gaps inside, and the same was true of the flat back, which had a curved bubble over it. 
 
    Apparently it wasn’t easy to make form-fitting Essence bubbles, and an elongated cylinder with curved ends was better than anything the Knights of Quenar could do, for they had said spherical bubbles were the only known shape possible to generate, and the entire defense barrier around the Temple was also a sphere, though giant in size.  
 
    Paul still didn’t know how to produce the Stargate Effect, but apparently the Founders had found a way to… 
 
    Wait a minute, Paul thought. Why aren’t these spheres like the travel orbs? 
 
    He wanted to ask Sara but knew he shouldn’t, so he pondered the thought as he watched her float up to the front of the puddle jumper and slide into one of the four slots. Her silhouette touched the ship, then when there was no response her form appeared to melt into it as she made her body conform to it as much as possible. 
 
    Paul did likewise, sitting in another notch with a view of the wall they had entered through as well as the 5 portals to their ‘left,’ for the puddle jumper was being loaded in a sideways position. When ready it would spin about and head into the portal, but that too didn’t make much sense because they were being back loaded, not side loaded. 
 
    Then the farthest portal visible ahead of him had two puddle jumpers descend in sequence, only to connect like a train front into rear. Two more followed, and the train now was 4 cars long and looking like a fat spear…which was when Paul spotted a 9th portal far ahead set perpendicular to the eight. It must have been to accommodate the long trains, because there wasn’t enough room the other direction to feed these portals…so what was the difference? Long trains were a rarity or was that one a longer range portal? 
 
    He wanted to ask Sara if she knew, but if she did she hadn’t chosen to go that way. They were both in super ninja mode and not budging from it, making like a pair of rocks stuck to the hull of this puddle jumper as it finished loading…but before it left, he did see the long train begin to load from the side, so these transports did have multiple options. He wondered what was going in this one and if it was filled to capacity or not, but he wasn’t going to get an answer to that from the forward view, and before too long the crater-like cavity set behind the ring portal ahead of them disappeared as a shimmering wave covered the horizon. 
 
    Sara and Paul were pushed through it, seeing an Essence bubble form over the front of the craft when they touched the horizon. It was as if the shimmer was part of an Essence bubble being laid over the craft, and as soon as it passed over them the view ahead went dark to their visual scanners, but their Essence view saw a vast void with a sheet of slightly glowing ‘plastic’ covering the prow of the puddle jumper ahead and making a tent over them.  
 
    Then something changed and the sheet disappeared, leaving them in the Essence Realm for a moment before a bright claw grabbed hold of them and pulled them through the Temple.  
 
    Paul could see many things glowing in Essence at varying distances, and he knew those had to be Temple functions currently consuming Essence and causing a rush…or maybe they were storage visible from here? Whatever they were, they were something to break up the void, but then a giant umbrella-like glow appeared, almost as if it was a flower pulling them into the center, but with small raindrops hitting it from afar. 
 
    Those had to be puddle jumpers coming in from elsewhere, but he thought the barrier shield was what caught them? There was no barrier shield up around this Temple yet, for the Essence levels were too low, so what was this taking its place?  
 
    Paul turned his head slightly, making sure not to pass through the bubble barrier. If he did, the matter in his body would probably be sucked back into the normal realm, either with all of him or in part. Both would be disasters, but he wanted to look in the other direction so he squirmed around enough…to see a cornucopia of energy flowers in the center of the dotted sphere that was the Temple. 
 
    He could see the outline easily, meaning there was Essence activity everywhere and not just concentrated near the greening region. But in the center was the most activity, telling Paul that there had to be a lot of hidden orbital infrastructure in and around the center of the Sphere. Stuff that the denizens were not supposed to get to, or at least not until they were way more advanced than they were now, the Vargemma included. 
 
    Tiny little streaks were coming in to many of those flowers near the center, but a handful of flowers were located in the shell at various points. What was the significance of that? Paul didn’t know, but as they were drawn closer and closer to the center of the flower, he got the feeling that he was going to find out soon…and when they finally did hit the center, with him glancing ahead into oblivion then back towards the beehive of Essence activity in the Sphere, they were catapulted away at insane speed, with the Temple shrinking rapidly and totally disappearing within seconds. 
 
    Paul twisted his head around, looking with his Essence-enhanced eyes to try and pick up anything, but nada. It was completely empty, yet the background of the Essence realm seemed to hum with a subtle warmth. Visually it was complete black, for there was no mass here to reach his armor’s sensors or eyeballs.  
 
    How long this trip would take he didn’t know, but he had plenty of air and additional reserves in his pack. And if it took longer than a few hours, his armor was configured to be able to syphon off his body’s wastes through Regenerator style filaments to avoid him having to soil his clothing. 
 
    So he and Sara were set for a long trip, already vibrating their muscles to appease their Saiyan bodies, with neither one of them knowing where they were going or if it would be the same place as the other Archon pairs heading through those 8 portals. They were completely trusting in the automated nature of the Temple network, and hoping that trust didn’t end in disaster, for they had nowhere to bail out to, other than deep space with no hope of rescue or even navigation. If they jumped ship now, they’d be adrift in no man’s land, assuming they survived the transition intact.  
 
    No, they were committed, and taking a huge gamble…but that game was better than hiding out and doing nothing while more and more Star Force worlds got massacred. And given the insane risk involved, nobody aside from the trailblazers were going to go first. Unlike chess, in Star Force the pawns went last, because the most advanced and powerful units had the best chance of survival and mission success. 
 
    But both Sara and Paul knew there was a chance they’d die out here, or that some of their brothers and sisters would. They couldn’t play this safe anymore, and in truth they preferred not to. They weren’t reckless, but they knew the place where they belonged the most was in the field where there were no guarantees and death danced with them on a constant basis.  
 
    That’s where Archons belonged, not in the training Sanctums, and it had been a long time since they’d been pushed into this kind of jeopardy, so as weird as it sounded, Paul and Sara both felt comfortable flinging themselves into the unknown…and part of that was because they knew the enemy would never expect it.  
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    Paul and Sara rode in silence for 19 hours, 13 minutes, and 42 seconds before a tiny spec of Essence light became visible ahead. It didn’t last long, mushrooming out into the brief image of a flower before they ran into it and stuck without any trace of momentum.  
 
    Sara looked around, not seeing any other flowers or Essence rushes at all, just the single one that was pulling them down one of the petals towards the end, but before they got there visible light flashed into existence around them as they left the Essence Realm and emerged through another circular portal into a receiving area that had no atmosphere.  
 
    She saw the Essence bubble around them disappear soon thereafter, so Sara rolled out of the niche despite her sore muscles and dropped to the ground as the puddle jumper continued to move away from the portal. Paul came down on the other side and both of them let the craft move on as they turned around to see not just one portal, but hundreds of them set into a high wall. Only theirs was turned on, but within a few seconds the shimmer over it went away, leaving the entire bank of them inactive. 
 
    Sara walked over to him and held out her hand. Paul took it as he triggered his cloaking field to coopt with hers, then when their armored hands met they established a hard comm link that they hadn’t had available during the trip due to them being stashed in separate niches. 
 
    “Looks like this is meant to accommodate a lot more traffic,” Sara noted. “Pretty dead right now.” 
 
    “No atmosphere either. This clearly isn’t meant for visitors. Wanna do a telepathy check?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s risk it. I get the feeling we’ve gone where no man was ever meant to,” she said, letting go of Paul’s hand then reaching out with her telepathy. Anyone listening? 
 
    Paul glanced around, looking for signs of detection, but the only thing he noted was a different portal turning on with another puddle jumper coming through three rows up then heading for a tunnel in the opposite wall. In fact the other wall had multiple tunnels, leaving them in a giant box that had… 
 
    Look up, he said, with Sara’s outline tipping her head up and seeing the narrow strip of starlight visible through the gap between higher up infrastructure. 
 
    Are we on a planet? 
 
    Let’s find out, Paul said as he began floating upwards on his Yen’mer. Still no sign of their telepathy being detected, or perhaps they were and there just weren’t combat units here to intercept them? 
 
    When they got to the ceiling gap they passed through it, but were still in a cluster of blocky extrusions in what looked like a geometric forest, but when they got halfway up those the gravity went away and they began free floating. Sara immediately sent a Bataf conduit out to Paul, and both of them used it to push each other away from the center until they collided with one of the buildings on either side…where they stuck to the walls using their fingertips and knees to slow their momentum regardless of the disruptions to their cloaks.  
 
    I think we can rule out planet, Paul said as he spidermaned his way around into a wall crouch with his feet attaching him and nothing else, leaving him free to look back down at reception room while also glancing at Sara on the far side some 40 meters away.  
 
    I need more stars to get a location fix. Climb, she urged, with both trailblazers scaling the blocky protrusions, but Paul’s ended before hers did…yet when the sightline over him was clear they both stopped and looked out at what was beyond. 
 
    They were in fact in space, onboard some sort of station with numerous craft docked along pylons stretching as far as the eye could see…but they weren’t small ones like the puddle jumpers were. Most were the size of Star Force naval drones or larger, but it was the largest of them attached to a distant ring that drew Paul’s attention. 
 
    Reapers, he said with a growl, referring to what they had wrongly assumed was some form of Super Hadarak back when Ariel had first discovered the leftover carry orb. Based on the information in the Temple they knew they existed, but there were hundreds of them here, shaped like giant clams, and from the tidbit of memory he still carried from the Essence he had come in contact with, he knew the two halves would open up and skim a planet’s surface with horrific results. 
 
    The technical schematics were available in the Temple, but not where they were actually housed. None had been found inside Alpha or Beta, but apparently that was because the Founders had facilities beyond the Temples.  
 
    Paul signaled to Sara, and she flipped him up like a pole vaulter using another Bataf conduit to get him near the top of the building she was climbing on, then she joined him on the flat top as he stood there pirouetting around to see the intimidating view beyond. 
 
    They were standing on the second tallest building in what looked to be a small city of skyscrapers located at the center of a web of pylons jutting out like spokes on a wheel. A halo-like ring existed on the far end of those spokes, with the Reapers docked to it, but on the interior pylons there were many other craft, a lot of which had not been found in the Temple databases, but Paul knew some of them by design alone. 
 
    Warships, he said, pointing to a certain group. Probably all automated. I’m surprised they haven’t shown up at Alpha to deal with Thrawn’s attacks.  
 
    Maybe that’s not what they’re for.  
 
    Field trip escorts? Paul wondered. 
 
    You saw all those portals. I think this is a nexus point, Sara said as her armor’s computer finally got a position fix based off the stars that were now visible in nearly an entire hemisphere around and above them. They were bright stars, for there was no sun nearby, no planets, no nebula. They looked to be out in the middle of nowhere inside the galaxy, and the position trace confirmed as much. 
 
    We didn’t go that far, she said with a frown. Only 278 lightyears. That must have been a lower powered Essence push we got. Otherwise it should have taken less time than the travel orb. 
 
    I only noticed one flower. 
 
    Yeah. This place isn’t built for Essence use, at least not much…wait, do you see that black spot? 
 
    Paul followed the telepathic pointing towards a section of the star field that was obscured. I’m picking up faint gravity from that direction. Enough for a small moon. 
 
    Enough for the Reapers to navigate on. There’s a star system 2 lightyears away. They can get in and out without using Essence if they’re patient enough. 
 
    Or use Essence to enhance the pull and get there faster, Paul added. But the Hadarak mass more than that gravity well, so they can’t very well use it to brake against. But the mostly hollow Reapers can.  
 
    Wanna risk sensors or stay hidden? 
 
    I want sensors, but we need a ride out of here. I don’t want them shutting down the portals if they detect an intruder.  
 
    Agreed. Where do you want to start exploring? 
 
    Follow the logistics, he said as another puddle jumper emerged from below, coming up through the gap and passing them by as it rotated around and headed laterally out towards the parked craft.  
 
    They’re not using gravity drives, he realized. They have to have energy tethers. I can barely feel anything with my Yen’mer as is. 
 
    Don’t test your suit’s anti-grav, just in case, Sara urged. We can move without it. I don’t think they’ve got security set up for Essence users or infantry, but they’ve probably got conventional sensors to detect naval interlopers. Might even have a self-destruct protocol if this place is found, and I really don’t want to try and hijack one of those ships. I left my infiltrator toolkit behind.  
 
    Same here. So we stay dark and snoop, then catch a ride somewhere else and keep bouncing around until we like where we land? 
 
    Unless you can figure out how the portals are rigged, then that’s our only option. If they’re taking goodies out to those ships, then I bet they’re not mothballed. Think they’re building more? 
 
    Might be, or maybe repairing. I doubt they’re gearing up for an assault on anything. The Hadarak are not even close to making it this far out. 
 
    Would they then? 
 
    If the Temples are in jeopardy I wouldn’t put it past them. What else would they be used for? Internal security would require them in the Temples, and Alpha already doesn’t care about external attacks. They just repair the damage. 
 
    Something else is going on here. Something a lot bigger than what we’ve already discovered. You gotta wonder just how a galactic war against the Hadarak looks when someone can fight back.  
 
    Hopefully Kara will be back with some information on that, Paul said, a bit worried. She had been gone 15 years already, and while that didn’t mean mission failure, it mean she had either found a way to go deeper than expected…or she’d been killed in the attempt.  
 
    There’s no way they just have Wardens and Lurkers. So if you don’t have an army of Uriti refilling your materia, how do you successfully fight them? 
 
    Don’t get conquered in the first place. We still don’t know how they get from one galaxy to the other. If they have to grow most of their troops locally, then maybe they fought back when the Hadarak were early in their development.  
 
    I don’t buy that. They’re conquering galaxy after galaxy. Next? 
 
    An army of Caretaker-style, super smart drones.  
 
    With a huge emphasis on grooming Essence users? What else you got? 
 
    Mass produced Olopar with the Essence users fueling them in lieu of the Uriti. 
 
    That’s more reasonable, but I doubt that’s the whole of it. Why do you need so many reapers?  
 
    You think they used them against minions? 
 
    Why not? If they’re going to use them on hapless locals, why not use them on minions too? And the database was not very forthcoming with information on how they work either. 
 
    Do you think they can eat Lurkers? 
 
    I wish, Sara said without completely ruling it out. What do you think those spear-like ones are for? They’re not in the database as far as I know. 
 
    Paul looked down at the closely parked ships set into a rack that bound them near the midpoint with the narrow ends sticking out quite far in other directions, but it was clear that they were not part of the station, for they were not even of the same dark gray color, but an odd, dark green.  
 
    No clue. They don’t follow the Founder design pattern for drones.  
 
    That puddle jumper is heading for them, I think. Wanna hitch a ride on the next one? 
 
    Assuming there is a next one…yeah. How big of a bump can we risk? 
 
    We’ll try to intercept by velocity and not pull ourselves onboard. We just have to get there before it makes its turn, because we’re not catching it with Yen’mer.  
 
    The pair remained atop their perch speculating about what this and that might be for until another puddle jump rose up through the slat below them and the two Archons delicately jumped off the building at a precise angle and speed, intersecting the approaching ship a little ahead of the midsection, Paul first, with Sara arriving a second later to his left. 
 
    Both gripped the side of the ship when their armor made physical contact, feeling themselves tugged to the right with the momentum, but the puddle jumper apparently didn’t notice. If Paul had been programming these things for security purposes he would have included a subroutine to watch for erroneous momentum, much like they’d just given the ship when their bodies hit it, as a sign of interference, but if Sara was right and this was a low key facility, maybe the puddle jumpers weren’t designed for that detection and only the facilities were, or perhaps in conjunction with. 
 
    When the ship didn’t respond Paul almost wanted to decloak and see if that would get a reaction. This was getting too easy for such a security-obsessed Temple, unless they figured the lack of air would thwart any intruders.  
 
    Maybe they have a big inter-galactic portal hidden out here somewhere beyond the Temples, Sara suggested. 
 
    They could have anything out here, given the scale of what they’ve already built. Wait...I think that gravity well doubles as a storage bin. I can just make out tiny blips moving to and from it. 
 
    Sara strained her eyes as well as her helmet’s amplification, but eventually she picked up on what Paul was seeing. They look elongated. 
 
    Sara, look at your mag readings. 
 
    She mentally flicked up the stat, which wasn’t registering much at all, but then she realized it was residual fluctuations coming off a much larger source.  
 
    Are we standing on it? 
 
    I think so, he said as they were hanging on the side of the moving puddle jumper as it got closer to the spear-ships. Backups have to be non-Essence. 
 
    And our trip in was so slow because it’s probably low Essence travel. 
 
    I think so. This looks like a piece of a gigantic Caretaker network designed to support the Temples.  
 
    Zoom in on the spears now, Sara prompted. 
 
    Paul did so, seeing that they were not actually smooth, but rather studded with tiny nubs that were… 
 
    Those are stacked puddle jumpers? 
 
    Yep. Probably around a drive core. They’re big cargo trucks.  
 
    Trucks to or from where? They gotta have mining sites somewhere.  
 
    I’d bet the puddle jumps are so small because the mining sites are small or mobile. Never staying in the same place for too long. They’re probably sneaking all over the outer rim and grabbing resources where nobody is around to see them, then stock piling them here and other places until the Temples need them.  
 
    There’s so much in the Temples, what are they expecting to deplete them? This is a lot of activity for a mostly empty Temple network.  
 
    Good question. We know the Caretakers have harvested Essence from planets before, and that wasn’t exactly subtle. Maybe they’re doing a lot of other crap out here that we aren’t aware of.  
 
    To what end? 
 
    Sara’s outline shrugged. Something big. 
 
    And all run by automation, Paul said disapprovingly. They’re either way better at building it than we are, or they don’t care if it messes up. 
 
    They harvest people for Essence, Paul. They don’t care about being sloppy so long as their mission objective is met. 
 
    But to go millions of years without someone checking in? 
 
    Maybe they do have some monitors somewhere. 
 
    I’d kick the crap out of a system like this given sufficient time to find a weakness, he scoffed. You gotta have someone to troubleshoot. 
 
    Apparently they don’t. 
 
    Maybe because their enemies are planet-sized mother fuckers who can’t get out here, but we could cause all kind of havoc if we wanted to. 
 
    I would hope on a galactic scale we’re near the tops. The security in the Temple would have stopped just about anyone else. 
 
    I wouldn’t trust a system like this. 
 
    You have a lot higher standards than most people. 
 
    For good reason, Paul said as they flew out over a gap in the buildings…only to find that there was no floor beneath them. It was an open passageway to the underside, with stars visible below as well as a little bit of a curve of white in the distance that stopped on a flat rim. It wasn’t easy to make out, but with a little help from their armor’s analysis systems they were able to highlight the curve in the structure all the way up to the far rim, with a fair guess at the whole thing curving around into an inverted bowl on the bottom side of the station. 
 
    There you go, Sara said, her mental voice slightly impressed as the discoveries continued to unfold. It’s a magnetic launch dish. This is their version of a Grid Point, and I bet these spear ships are equipped with magnetic drives. 
 
    Meaning we have to hitch a ride if we’re going to get anywhere near another temple. 
 
    Unless you think there are a lot of these auxiliary facilities across the galaxy that we can hop across? There are a damn lot of portals in there.  
 
    Ahead and below of them as they approached the spear docks one of the craft far ahead began to detach and slowly drift their way and down, beginning to twist to fit long ways through the crack in the dome beneath, ostensibly heading towards it. 
 
    Moment of truth, Paul said. Go or stay? 
 
    Sara bit her lip. They had no idea how close the shield perimeter on that thing was, or even if they could get through without being detected…or shot.  
 
    Yolo it, she said, throwing Paul off as he simultaneously jumped, then she jerked as a Bataf conduit between the two dragged her behind him towards the soon to be passing 6 mile long spear ship below them… 
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    June 11, 128549 
 
    Unknown Location 
 
      
 
    It took more than two weeks before the spear-like magjump ship finally arrived at its destination, and both Paul and Sara were relieved. They’d snuck onto the back of the ship to ride on the side that was pointed away from any interstellar collisions, underneath the fairly skin-tight shields that they had to use their Jumat to get through. That hadn’t set off any alarms, so they’d clung to the ship as it jumped, snugged nicely inside its own IDF field so the momentum didn’t rip them off the back, but after several hours they’d decided to break their way into one of the puddle jumpers. 
 
    They had to cut through the exterior, but with their armor and psionics that wasn’t an issue. Apparently there weren’t any security measures in flight, because they got in without incident, finding the interior of at least this one puddle jumper to be completely empty. They guessed that all of them might be, and were perhaps returning to a resource pickup point, but regardless the trailblazers needed the few hundred square feet of vacuum to stretch out in. Being stuck in their armor unable to move was beyond frustrating for Saiyans, and just being able to walk around in the artificial gravity inside the puddle jumper was a luxury. 
 
    But after a couple weeks of that they were both busting at the seams to do something, and training with each other in the small confines was not enough, so they were both glad when they finally came out of their jump and stopped against a much larger station. 
 
    The pair climbed out and onto the exterior of the transport, staying within the shield perimeter and not using any active sensors, but they were no longer cloaked. First Sara, then Paul re-engaged their invisibility, but they knew it would fail when they had to press through the shields again.  
 
    That one is a lot bigger, Sara said as they both got a partial view of what was ahead, and it looked like a giant plant stalk with numerous receiving bowls pointed in different directions. 
 
    Transit hub, Paul guessed. We are really lost now, aren’t we? 
 
    Yeah. Do you think there’s any air in there? 
 
    I intend to have a look before we hop another ship. 
 
    Docking bay or jump off now? 
 
    I say we wait. I don’t see any other traffic out here. 
 
    Hopefully that doesn’t mean we’re stranded for a while. We don’t have infinite supplies, even when we’re being lazy. 
 
    Yeah, I want to get into their storehouses and at least absorb some raw materials, if not power.  
 
    How long do you think we’re just going to sit here? Sara asked, referencing the spear ship.  
 
    Not too long. I wonder if that’s a warehouse or processing facility? 
 
    Paul, look at the stars. 
 
    He frowned, looking at the pinpricks of light, none of which were anywhere close to their location, but there was something abnormal about them. Their spectrum was just a little bit off. 
 
    We’re near a massive gravity well, he said, looking around but unable to see anything on this side of the ship. Crawl. 
 
    Both of them began clawing their way around the circular perimeter of the ship, going up and down through the dips between docked puddle jumpers and leaping when they were able. Eventually they moved around enough that the star light became even more distorted, all the way up to a ring of folded light that surrounded a pure black orb. 
 
    I don’t get it, Sara said. I thought they didn’t want anything near gravity wells so the Hadarak couldn’t use them for navigation? 
 
    There’s got to be a lot of traffic going through this black hole, just from the locals. Yeah, it doesn’t make sense to me either. 
 
    You’d think they’d notice it, Sara said as the stars began to swirl as the spear ship altered position and headed for a gap in the bowl, apparently heading for the interior of the station. 
 
    Mining operation? Paul guessed. 
 
    Some compounds they have to get from black holes, but this seems too obvious. I wish we could risk sensors. Maybe this whole thing is cloaked? 
 
    The magnetic variance of the black hole would disguise the power in this place from onlookers, but only from afar. We’re nowhere near that thing, so anybody passing in between should easily be able to…no, wait, they wouldn’t. This station can’t jump anything in the direction of the black hole. 
 
    Directional arrays all point away, and unless you come on a line you won’t get enough pull to notice. They can hide in plain sight, magnetically speaking anyway, and this place won’t have enough gravity to navigate off of. You’d have to know it was here to get to it, so is it visible or not? 
 
    My eyes say yes.  
 
    We could still be inside the perimeter.  
 
    At least there’s no Essence shield here.  
 
    True dat, Sara agreed as the stars were eclipsed when they passed through the gap in the bowl and entered a corridor that made the two Humans feel very, very small. It lasted for a long time, with solid walls all around and no gaps between them, but the way ahead opened up into an interior chamber, one that appeared to run the length of the cylindrical station once they got fully inside.  
 
    The spear ship moved to an empty dock on the interior surface along with many others sticking into it like pinpricks, but still leaving a huge amount of empty space in the central corridor. Too much room. Wasted room. Unless it held another purpose. 
 
    Well, where do you want to go? Sara asked as the spear ship slid into its slot and jerked to a stop.  
 
    Wherever they go, Paul said as a wave of the puddle jumpers began to peel off the front of the ship in sequence.  
 
    Lock on, she said, doing likewise and waiting for the puddle jumper beneath them to get its turn. When it did it detached quickly and flew with the others into apertures in the curved wall spread around the gaps between where the spear ships were stuck in place. When they did so gravity returned, and the pair hopped off and floated to the floor, getting their invisible feet back on a truly open area with miles of free space to run through as the convoy of puddle jumpers flew by overhead like a flock of migrating birds. 
 
    Finally, Paul said as he stretched, doing a backbend then a few handstand pushups before flipping back over to his feet. Why did we volunteer for this again? 
 
    We’re lazy asses, Sara joked. 
 
    Right. Let’s start working it off. 
 
    After you. 
 
    Paul took off running, not flying, and relished the feel of it on his very stagnated legs. Sara fell into step beside his outline and the two of them followed the flow of puddle jumpers until they got to the first tunnel leading off to the side…actually a honeycomb of tunnels set into the extremely high walls. They picked the lowest one and ran into it, starting to feel claustrophobic again as it was barely wider than the puddle jumpers, but at the moment none were moving through this one. 
 
    They kept up good speed, not wanting to get squished if this dead-ended, but fortunately that wasn’t going to happen because where it did end there was a side platform where smaller Caretaker-sized tunnels would probably be delivering or offloading supplies through.  
 
    They hopped up onto the platform and took off through a random tunnel, eventually finding their way through a labyrinth of passages and cross passages to a very large room filled with racks of tubes. 
 
    Paul?  
 
    I know, he said, looking out at the thousands of the people frozen inside some sort of stasis tech. These are either prisoners, Essence food…or we found the Founders.  
 
    There’s no atmosphere here. I don’t think this place is for them to walk around in. I think it’s to hide them in.  
 
    Why not put them in the Temples? There’s plenty of room there. 
 
    Unless they need to be hidden from the Vargemma and the other Essence users. I don’t know, but I doubt this chamber is the only one with them in it.  
 
    You know, Paul said, having an odd thought. The murals said that when the denizens reached a certain level, or number, or whatever the mark is, that a leader would be sent from the Founders to guide them in resistance against the Hadarak. Maybe that’s what these are? Stashed away in stasis to preserve them until the time is right? 
 
    Did they lose their original galaxies? Sara asked somberly. 
 
    You might be right. In which case these might be their survivors. But again, why not take refuge in one of the Temples and just make it off limits to everyone else? 
 
    Or are they traveling this way? Passing through this galaxy to another and using the backdoor routes? No need for food or living accommodations if you’re sent as cargo. 
 
    That actually makes more sense, but there’s a lot of them here. Where are they going? Where are they coming from? And who are they? 
 
    I don’t think we can wake one up to ask them. 
 
    Then let’s at least get a closer look. 
 
    Agreed, Paul said as they walked across the room then levitated up about 14 meters to get to the lowest row.  
 
    They’re not the same, Sara pointed out. I’m seeing at least 5 different races. 
 
    Not very big either, Paul said, looking at a winged creature barely larger than a dog, but it did have an interesting crystal-like tail tip that reminded him of the Hjar’at’s Saroto’kanse’vam. Who the hell are these guys? 
 
    This mystery gets deeper the further we go, but bottom line, are we going to get anywhere near to a Temple?  
 
    The puddle jumpers came from one, they will take us there again if we find the right one. Or we could be bouncing around these automated facilities for the rest of our life. 
 
    That’ll be about 3 months if we don’t get resupplied. Let’s have a look around here, then we need to go. We don’t know how many more of these we’ll have to pass through, or how much traffic they’ll have.  
 
    Let’s see what they’re loading up first. I doubt it’s these guys, and our ship came in empty. I get the feeling these facilities all have multiple purposes piggybacking on each other. 
 
    I got the same impression, she said, turning away and flying down the chamber. There was no more time for running, no matter how much their legs ached for it. From here on out it would be flying, but at least that would give them something of a workout up until they hopped their next ride…assuming they could find one. 
 
      
 
    15,398 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Cora-005 and Steve-004 had found their way into the backdoor channels the same as the other Archon pairs, but they had gotten luckier than most and found a roaming mining site hopping from one asteroid field to another in the Rim. It had an insane amount of traffic, with puddle jumpers and larger ships coming to pick up the raw ore. They’d decided to follow one of the big ones, and after waiting 3 weeks they’d finally caught one leaving.  
 
    The hitchhiking ride took them another 4 weeks stuck to the outside of the large craft. Unlike Sara and Paul, they hadn’t risked cutting through the thick exterior hull and had to put up with scurrying over the surface of it beneath a 1.6 meter Essence barrier as it moved from one portal to another through a series of 6 different jumps through small rerouting facilities that amounted to little more than a block floating in deep space that had Essence stored within it. 
 
    Though they didn’t realize it at the time, but they had stumbled onto the Caretaker’s Priority Route, while most of the other trailblazers were picking their way through the normal ones that did not require Essence use aside from exit and entry to the Temples.  
 
    When the larger ship finally arrived, it came out of its Essence bubble through one of the main Temple portals, emerging into the atmosphere and then beginning to rise up into the space that was contained inside the massive sphere. 
 
    Time to get off, Steve said, jumping free of the Caretaker ship and letting himself slowly fall back to the grasslands below with Cora following close beside him. They didn’t release their cloaks until they hit ground, then they stood there, staring up at the bright sunlight and testing the air before they finally peeled back their armor into backpack-carrying vests, letting their skin breathe. 
 
    “Ah, that feels so good,” Cora said, craning her neck back until it hit the rim of her backpack.  
 
    “Better yet, I’m picking up battlemap signals…faint, but it looks like we lucked out. This is Alpha Temple.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” Sara said, mentally interfacing with her armor to check, and sure enough, there was a faint signal getting to them with generic updates, but their suits were not nearly powerful enough to transmit back. Apparently the Paladin weren’t anywhere close to this Region…and according to the map update that followed, they were several hundred thousand miles away from the closest outpost. “I can’t believe we ended up here.” 
 
    “The Vargemma are probably chewing through so many resources trying to fight the Paladin that this Temple is getting the lion’s share of replacement shipments.” 
 
    “I wonder if any of the others are here yet?” 
 
    “We’ve still got a ways to go,” Steven reminded her. “And a lot of unfriendlies between us and the Paladin.” 
 
    “Easy peasy,” Cora scoffed as she twisted around and disconnected her pack from her armor. “We’re here. That’s what matters.” 
 
    “We need to keep moving, not set up camp.” 
 
    “I’m eating food before we do anything else. I’m sick of being fed through a Regenerator. My jaw is sore from lack of chewing.” 
 
    “We should have brought some gum,” Steve said as Cora tossed him a ration bar. It was ultra condensed, and many had already been cannibalized by the regenerator in her armor to feed her, but they’d brought enough for months, and one bite was enough to supply enough calories for a ‘normal’ person for a day, day and a half. But for an Archon, not so much. 
 
    Steve bit off a large hunk and started chewing, finding his own jaw sore from lack of use as he used his psionics and sensors to scan the area. It wouldn’t do to get ambushed right after they got here, and as pissed as the Vargemma were they might just kill them on sight and hope the Caretakers didn’t intervene fast enough to matter. 
 
    “Better?” she asked. 
 
    “Much,” he agreed, swallowing hard, for his throat also hadn’t seen use in far too long. “That transport is going for the orbital facilities, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Looks like. They haven’t been before, have they?” 
 
    “Not since the Paladin took them over. So what are they replacing?” 
 
    “More Caretaker warships? Oh shit,” Cora swore, suddenly realizing why the signal was so weak. “There are no orbital transmitters showing. It’s only surface locations.” 
 
    She pulled up her visor and did an enhancement, zooming as much as she could through the slightly hazy sky to look for certain things on the battlemap. The first few checked out, then when she spotted one of the tiny facilities that manufactured Olopar there was an asteroid field surrounding it…except it wasn’t asteroids. It was ships. And they were not Paladin. 
 
    “Steve, something’s happened since we left. I think the Paladin are losing.” 
 
    “Eat on the way, we have to get moving,” he said, reforming his armor and cloaking again as he raced into the sky and took off flying across the landscape towards the nearest friendly outpost on the battlemap. Cora chewed one more mouthful, then threw the remainder of her ration bar into her pack and followed him, resealing her stagnated flesh inside her armor, but that didn’t matter now. They had to get to the Paladin and figure out what was going on and how to reverse it, for right now the Vargemma held the high ground, and if they could find a way past the Caretaker defense protocols, their fleet could bombard every surface facility the Paladin had and wipe most of them off the face of the Temple within hours. 
 
    They were finally here, but the question was, were they too late? 
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    June 12, 128549 
 
    Unexplored Frontier  
 
    Black Hole 8273 
 
      
 
    Paul and Sara had been able to get a position fix from the visible stars, finding they had traveled even further Rimward and deeper into the Frontier. Star Force had long ago sent mapping missions out to at least get a count of all star systems in the galaxy, though they hadn’t done more than pass through and log the jumplanes. What was in those systems wasn’t known, in many cases, and there were many other non-star gravity wells out there that had not been classified, but the basic map allowed the trailblazers to plot their approximate location, especially with a black hole here, which was about as obvious of a gravity well as you could get, regardless of whether it put out light or not. Ship engines saw gravity, not light, and thus star charts were based off of gravity silhouettes. 
 
    This black hole had no known name, just a catalog number. There was no way of knowing what sort of traffic passed through here, but Paul knew it wasn’t going to be any Star Force ships. If there were, he would have tried to flag one down, but as it was he couldn’t detect any ships out there, which was very odd. Signals should be everywhere with ships transmitting heavily to warn others of their approach with the lack of stellar radiation that most races used as a natural radar to navigate off of. And if you went very close to the black hole your sensor image would bend, which meant that having beacons constantly transmitting was the safest way to navigate the usually high levels of traffic passing through black hole systems. 
 
    But there was nothing here, and Paul knew their distance from the black hole was not an issue. Even if he couldn’t see any ships, there should have been residual signals coming out from them. He detected no shield around the station to dampen anything, and it was beginning to look more and more like this was a private black hole. 
 
    Paul had no idea how that could even happen. A Star Force scout ship had passed through this location once, but what would keep the locals from using it regularly? They would have to have another gravity well to jump to, and since this one was pretty far from other black holes it would reduce the number of people capable of using it as a binary link…but even if you didn’t have the engine power to reach the closest black hole, you could still jump off a lot of other stars and use the insane gravity here to brake no matter how fast you went. You couldn’t do that in reverse, but increasing speed on half a round trip was something no naval navigator would waste. So where was everybody? 
 
    I don’t like this, Paul said, standing on the exterior of the station as he kept passive scanning for any sign of ships out there. 
 
    Maybe there’s something that’s hunting them down there. If they’re laying in wait they wouldn’t be transmitting. 
 
    You think this is a new facility? 
 
    I wouldn’t guess so, but I bet those directional arrays can move. It’s possible the whole network can shift locations with a lot of coordination, and everything the Founders built reeks of coordination. 
 
    So it’s just a massive connection between Mag Grid and galaxy? 
 
    The other station had a small gravity well and ships designed to jump off it. If the Caretakers have to go out and do stuff occasionally, they have to have non-essence access points. 
 
    But a black hole is too damn obvious, and I don’t see any warships to protect this place. How long do you want to sit out here? 
 
    Until I find a ship, Paul said defiantly. 
 
    I prefer not to run out of food, and we have no idea how far we are away from it. When the next spear leaves, we have to go with it. And we’re too far away to grab one from here.  
 
    Fine, he relented, standing up on the exterior of the station with his boots sticking to it. Back inside.  
 
    Sara nodded, invisible as she was, and the two walked back to the gap in the exterior they had come out of. Since there was no air anywhere, the station didn’t need airlocks, so the trailblazers didn’t have to hack or break into anything as they walked back inside until they got within the artificial gravity field again.  
 
    Where do you want to camp out? Paul asked. 
 
    None of them appear to be loading, so I don’t know…she said, jerking as a sound penetrated the silence of the atmosphere-less environment. 
 
    I felt that, he said, turning and heading back outside again. Paul ran in a slow jog that kept at least one of his feet in contact with the exterior hull at all times, but when he got outside there was nothing visible. 
 
    It had to be big, Sara said, looking around as well.  
 
    Did we get hit with something? 
 
    Maybe, but I didn’t see anything nearby.  
 
    There, Paul said pointing. Sara followed his silhouette’s finger and looked at the very bottom of the station where a tiny piece of it had detached.  
 
    That’s where some of the stasis pods were. 
 
    And it’s tracking for the black hole. Directly there, Paul said as he ran the navigational numbers from his passive sensors through his highly trained mind regarding such things. Do you think… 
 
    That they have a facility down there? I’m starting to.  
 
    Could they be sucking Essence out of a person in stasis? 
 
    I don’t know. It connects a person to their body, and if their minds are nearly stopped how could they use it?  
 
    But what if it regenerates when taken away regardless of the state of your mind? 
 
    Popsicle power sticks? If they could do that they’d have farms of people and no need for the Reapers. 
 
    Point, Paul said, slightly relieved. Are they hiding them then? 
 
    More importantly, are they importing them here and can we backtrack the flow? 
 
    I get the feeling we might be waiting a long time for that. There’s a lot more pods in there waiting for a ride, if that’s what’s going on.  
 
    I don’t want to try going down there, Sara said. 
 
    Neither do I. But I do want to backtrack where they are coming from. 
 
    I just want to get out of here. If this network is as big as its looking, we could be lost in it for years.  
 
    Alright, first ship out we take. Let me get some more data on this one, then we’ll camp out and hope we get lucky soon. I just wish we had time to really go through this place. We were lucky to stumble onto those pods at all.  
 
    Take what we can get and run with it, buddy. Don’t get greedy. 
 
    Wise words, he said, watching the shrinking dot that was the Caretaker ship getting further and further away, then it finally winked out of view, and not from passing through a shield of some sort. Afterimage tracking suggested it was a normal gravity jump in towards the black hole, so if this place wasn’t shielded, were was all the traffic? 
 
    That fact bothered Paul for the following 8 days as they waited impatiently for another spear ship to leave. One arrived before that, then they finally got their chance to hop a departing one. What it was loaded up with they didn’t know, for they hadn’t spent enough time inside to find out. They had to race hard to get to it before it got into a mag jump bowl, given that there were many of them. The pair almost didn’t make it, having to leap off the bowl itself towards the ship and got to the shields minutes before it launched. 
 
    They used their Jumat to punch through and glued themselves to the side, unable to get to the rear immediately. They were still underneath the shields, but that wasn’t a great place to be if they did hit something, and since they had nothing to do but wait, the pair worked on slowly crawling along the spear for the next 3 days before finally getting around to the rear and picking a place to lock on to and cut their way inside the outermost puddle jumper. 
 
    Sara alternated her time between crawling laps around that location and standing up inside the very small puddle jumper interior. She had it worse than Paul, for she was a Level 2 Saiyan with a higher metabolism. Standing still for these long periods of time was awful for her, but she and the others had chosen to endure it in order to go on this mission. Thankfully there were techniques developed by others to slow one’s Saiyan nature so it didn’t tear your body apart, but she wouldn’t be able to go Super Saiyan again until she undid the ‘Brake’ she’d put on herself.  
 
    And it hurt, constantly. Like a low level headache. Paul had one too, but not as much, because he hadn’t gone to the same depths of Saiyan potential due to his need to be in a command nexus controlling fleets for long periods of time. Sara needed to as well, but the really long naval engagements were something that she had rarely taken part in during her life, and the increased hand to hand combat potential was much more in her wheelhouse than Paul, though he wasn’t alien to it. He’d simply chosen another path, and vibrating his body off and on during the day was enough to keep him satisfied in addition to their long crawls outside, for the most part, though he was still having trouble with it. But at least he hadn’t had to use a brake, meaning he could go Super Saiyan 1 if need be. 
 
    Sara normally could, or go up to Super Saiyan 2 that had massive power potential in addition to speed, but it was her bane now, and the longer they stayed in ‘tick’ mode the more it got to her. Not enough to make her freak out, but others that didn’t have her mental fortitude would have long ago.  
 
    It took a total of 29 days for this mag jump, and by the time they arrived at a smaller transfer facility Sara was almost catatonic when she wasn’t crawling laps. Paul had to physically jab her to get her to wake up on arrival, then the walk into the facility did her as much good as it was painful, for her unresponsive vibrative state was basically running itself while her mind took refuge somewhere to ignore what was happening to her body. 
 
    You’re getting bad, aren’t you? Paul asked as he floated across a small gap, then stuck to the wall on the other side that had an open doorway several hundred meters down that they began to climb towards.  
 
    You’re only now noticing? 
 
    Did you know it would be this bad? 
 
    I’ve never tried to Brake before. Never wanted to. I figured I’d just dive in and learn when I needed to. That’s now. 
 
    And? 
 
    I’m going to lose a lot of levels doing this, but if we can get to the Paladin it will be worth it. We’ve got to stop the attacks. 
 
    How much worse are you going to get? 
 
    I think I’ve plateaued for now. It’s scary because part of me doesn’t want to move around. 
 
    That is bad, Paul agreed. Let’s get a lot of light sparring in here before we move on. 
 
    No. That will make it worse. I mean, it would help my body, but my mind doesn’t want to go through the wind down again. I need to turtle up until I can get in the clear. 
 
    I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have taken the mag jumps.  
 
    It’s the fastest way to find out what’s going on out here. If we’d stayed local, we probably would have ended up back in Beta with only a map to show for it. I’m not doing this for peanuts. 
 
    But you’re regretting it. 
 
    Too late to bitch now, Paul. My eyes are ahead. Let’s keep moving. 
 
    Paul knew that was because she couldn’t stand to think backward about what had already happened and calculate what might be ahead. She had to live in the moment and let her natural endurance carry her through this absent calculation, otherwise her subconscious mind would start freaking out. 
 
    I count three launch bowls on this one, but I have a feeling there might be portals inside. 
 
    Why do you say that? she asked as they finally got to the entryway and got into the artificial gravity again, with Paul stretching out as soon as he did, but Sara just stood still and watched. Definitely not a good sign. 
 
    Just a hunch. Let’s find out. 
 
    What are you thinking? she asked as they walked with Paul in the lead and Sara following a step behind and slightly to his right, with both of them still cloaked. 
 
    Our mag jump range is probably less than theirs, and if there are as many Temples as we suspect, then I’m just doing the math and guessing that they wouldn’t want to put extra waypoints in if not needed.  
 
    So you’re hoping this is somebody’s doorstep?  
 
    It doesn’t look like there is anything of value in this location. No mining assets, no black holes, no nothing. And the direction those bowls are pointing suggest stuff away from that direction, Paul said, gesturing to his right.  
 
    I’d hope you’re right, but right now I’m too practical for it. Let’s find the Caretaker flow and see what they do with the ship we came in on.  
 
    Already on it, he said, with the duo walking for another 14 minutes before finding one of the autonomous drones. They paced it all the way back to an access point into the spear where it joined a lot of its buddies unloading crates that Paul was able to sneak a scan of. He left Sara behind for a moment and got his head on the side of one of them, then used his Pefbar to peek inside. It was a risk of setting off alarms, but he did it anyway. Had it been something other than ore the destination might have been unclear, but since they knew ore was coming into Alpha to help repair the damage, then there was a good chance this was heading to that Temple or another, for it seemed the refinement factories were within those giant Spheres and not out here in their own separate facilities. 
 
    Ore shipment, Paul confirmed when he ran away from the crate before the Caretaker who was carrying it turned a corner. Follow the rocks. 
 
    Sara caught up with him and the two of them paced this drone while staying out of the way of the others trailing it in convoy fashion. When they got to a bottleneck they had to crawl/fly underneath them again, but to both of their relief the packed line did end at a puddle jumper terminal that held multiple portals.  
 
    See, I told you so, Paul said, trying to wake Sara up a bit. As the days had added up, her talking had likewise diminished. He had it rough too, for his body was rebelling against the tiny tidbits of activity he was feeding it, but so far it hadn’t gone into full revolt the way he figured hers had. Pick your chariot. 
 
    Sara didn’t answer, other than to crawl out from under the line, get to her feet, then almost reluctantly jog over to one of the side parked puddle jumpers. Paul saw her outline jump up and crawl into a niche unnecessarily soon, which meant she was trying to steel herself for the stagnation ahead. The puddle jumper allowed them inches to move around, while the spear ship had let them crawl for miles if they wished and stand up inside the empty ones…though technically the second one they had to ditch some of the cargo to make room for themselves inside, and they couldn’t do that here and now without risking damage to the Essence bubble-holding technology, wherever it was inside the craft. 
 
    “Damn,” he said to himself as he crawled up in another one, then reached a hand up over the edge and stood up to make the extra distance. Something he couldn’t do during transit. He grabbed Sara’s hand and triggered his armor to peel back a little. She did as well, allowing them a little skin to skin contact without exposing themselves to vacuum and Paul made direct contact with her mind. 
 
    He recoiled at the horrified state he found her in, but she appreciated the soothing his mind offered. Simply having another perspective to see from was a luxury after spending so many weeks alone inside her armor and her own mind. It actually started to unnumb her, and she squeezed out a few tears in the process. This had been a very bad idea, but she had no way to know beforehand. It needed to be the trailblazers that went, but those that were Level 2 Saiyan or higher were not built for this.  
 
    Paul wondered how Ginsi was doing. She was a Level 4 while Morgan was a level 3. Hopefully they hadn’t hopped a mag jump too. As bad as this was for Sara, it would be exponentially worse for that pair if they couldn’t spar with each other every day or so. And playing paper/rock/scissors with fists and feet didn’t truly count as sparring. 
 
    But they’d have to deal with that themselves. He and Sara had their own problems, but they were hopefully in the final stages of this mission. They’d found another portal, and in moments they’d be off through the Essence realm for what would hopefully be no more than a few hours trip.  
 
    When it came time to leave Sara didn’t want to release Paul’s hand, but they both knew they had to. She clenched her jaw and let go, then flexed against the inside of her armor as she lost his touch on her mind and was returned to her torturous cocoon. If she could have slept she would have, but the best she could do was a Sesspik trance to try and heal some of the damage occurring to her body. At least it gave her something to do, though her mental discord made it hard to maintain the state. She kept snapping out of it and fighting to regain her control for half the Essence Realm travel, then she lost it completely and just laid there twitching nonstop as her body required much more movement than that and was suffering mightily for not having it… 
 
      
 
    15 hours later… 
 
      
 
    Sara didn’t realize when they arrived, for her hope at this ending was her undoing. It was pulling her off the Brake enough to make her fight her own instincts and she was losing that battle until her armor’s sensors pinged her indicating that she was back inside atmosphere.  
 
    Part of her said to stay still and wait, but she forced herself up and out of the niche to look around, then seeing that they were in a receiving area, with atmosphere, she jumped down and attacked the discord within her. It was painful and chaotic, but the chaos diminished greatly as she now had a mission before her that she could act towards. The waiting was over, and now with something to do she had something to fight back against…and that was a mindset that her body reacted to favorably. 
 
    Sara stretched her arms out, then did a very sore backbend as Paul did the same beside her, though both were still cloaked.  
 
    “Finally,” she said to herself, remembering not to use telepathy here as she drew in some of the exterior air and relished the different smell to the recycled warm air inside her helmet. The air here was considerably cooler and had a tinge of machine to it, while the inside of her helmet now felt and smelled like part of her body despite the refreshing protocols built into her armor. 
 
    Paul signaled to her with his invisible hand that he was going to take the lead and moved along with the path of outgoing Caretakers pulling crates out of the puddle jumper. It took a couple minutes before they found a side passage where they could break off, after which it was just the two of them working their way through miles of Caretaker work areas until they found an exit archway with a shield over it and guards on the exterior.  
 
    Paul walked up slowly, then gradually eased through the shield while letting his cloak and armor systems penetrate while hiding the fact that they were penetrating. Sara watching his outline, then saw a little ripple in the shield as he made contact, but the Caretaker guards beyond didn’t react until she passed through, perhaps a little too fast, and they flew up to the shield with weapons aimed. 
 
    She froze inches beyond the shield, playing possum until her own ripple disappeared and the Caretakers had nothing left to analyze. They remained on station for a few additional seconds, then returned to their waiting positions. 
 
    Sara didn’t say anything to Paul and vice versa, remembering that some of the Caretaker units had telepathic sensors. They had confirmed earlier that the entry points did have the heaviest sensing capabilities, so right now she and Paul needed to behave as if they weren’t here. 
 
    When she finally took a step forward that plan was busted. Maybe the recent ripple had set the guards on extra heightened mode or maybe they were a different model, but as soon as she planted her foot on the dirt off the stone slab that was underneath the shield, the slight depression her footprint made triggered their sensors and they swung their weapons around and fired. 
 
    It was a stun blast, but it hit her cloak and disrupted it enough for her armor to be seen absorbing it…at which point she took off running while Paul threw a Lachka wall up in front of the drones to temporarily pin them in place when they tried to pursue, then he and Sara bolted from the area with her cloak reforming and her feet leaving the ground to hop on a few nearby boulders that wouldn’t leave footprints. 
 
    A couple more shots followed their trail, then the pair either lost their pursuit or the Caretakers weren’t programmed to pursue once they drove the interlopers away from the secure area. Either way, Sara and Paul kept running under cloak for several miles before finally coming to a stop and looking around. 
 
    I think we’re clear, Paul said amidst the forest landscape that was a mix of grass and snow between the trees.  
 
    Sara decloaked, with Paul finally laying eyes on her for the first time in what seemed like ages, then she waited and waited, wanting to make damn sure they were in the clear. When nothing happened Paul finally did likewise and removed his helmet. He sucked in a deep breath of badly needed air, though the awkward gulp that Sara made when she removed hers made it clear she was still a mess.  
 
    “How bad do I look?” she asked aloud when she noticed Paul staring at her. 
 
    “Umm, not that bad,” he lied in an obvious way. “Shake it off.” 
 
    “As ordered,” she answered, triggering the rest of her armor to peel off save for a vest that held her backpack on, but after a moment she ditched that as well, dropping it to the ground then letting herself fall to her knees on the snow-covered grass…then she flipped over and started to make a snow angel. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Paul pronounced, hopping past her so he could climb a nearby rock pile and get a better view of their surroundings. He wasn’t picking up any battlemap signals, and that worried him. 
 
    “Sara, get up here,” he said gravely. 
 
    She sighed, still on the ground and looking up at the partly cloudy sky. “What now?” 
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she said, hopping up quickly and relishing the movement as her mind and body began to unpack all the damage done to it. She felt the activity start to act like a healing agent, with a cool wave running through her muscles as they seemed to melt away a layer of stagnation. 
 
    Sara ran up to where Paul was, then when she got to the top and saw the view down the mountainside where they had come out of, she blew a raspberry on her lips. 
 
    “Not where we hoped,” Paul said, referencing the huge city some 100 or so miles away rising up off the inner surface of the Temple, one that was made of a technology not cataloged by the Paladin in Alpha. 
 
    “At least we have air, and the Caretakers will give us food,” Sara said, mentally refusing to even think of getting back into the interstellar traffic flow. “Let’s find a quiet corner and take a vacation…please.” 
 
    “I need to recover too. And we’re a little too close to that for comfort sake. You up for a cross country hike?” 
 
    “My legs are begging for it.” 
 
    “No flying until we get further away,” Paul said, looking at the mysterious city. “Vargemma or somebody else?” 
 
    “Unless it’s the Wizard of Oz I don’t care. Let’s just get moving.” 
 
    “Guess we’re making this up as we go,” Paul said as he jumped down from the pile, with Sara moving twice as fast to grab her armor that was still laying on the ground. Paul took off away from the city and she caught up with him, both visible and with their arms and legs bare as they ran in shorts and T-shirts with enormous turtle shell-shaped packs on their backs that they carried almost effortlessly.  
 
    Sara ran two steps behind him for several miles, then when she was ready she forced herself out of the last bit of the Brake and her hair turned blonde…with her sprinting ahead of Paul and leaving him in her snow dust for a moment. 
 
    He smiled, glad she was recovering quickly, as was he. He activated his own transformation, with his body ratcheting up to movement and metabolism levels that a regular Human could never hope to obtain and chased after her, catching up a few seconds later and letting her lead as they moved as two blurs across the landscape doing better than 80 miles an hour over the semi-rough terrain of the now third discovered Temple, unknown to the different races of Vargemma who lived here.  
 
    They were now behind enemy lines with no easy way of getting back to Beta Temple, but this is why all the trailblazers had chosen to go on this mission. They were now where no man had gone before, and if they had to make everything up on the go in order to survive, then you needed to send your best troubleshooters and most skilled warriors out into the uncertain galaxy, for they, if any, had the best chance of not only surviving, but of finding a way to disable or at least hamper the Vargemma’s attacks on Star Force territory. 
 
    After all, they were behind enemy lines…and that truly was a double-edged sword. 
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