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Prologue
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"WAIT!" LESHI EXCLAIMED as she chopped her way through the thick foliage at the top of the hill, looking intensely at the excavation ahead. "What are you doing? You're not supposed to be digging there!" 

The professor in the hollow below turned to her and waved, apparently not having heard what she said. He seemed very pleased with himself, but Leshi's heart raced and the sweat that covered her green skin wasn’t just because of the intense jungle heat.

The summer sun blazed overhead, and even though it was not yet noon and the jungle's canopy provided ample shade, the new dig site was already hot, sticky, and uncomfortable. The air was heavy, and the heat from it could be felt right through even the most well-developed protective outerwear. Professor Frankyl had told Leshi before that he had grown used to it in the time he'd spent in Cheigawa, the village closest to the area he had been exploring, but each day it took a visible toll on the Gedularan man.

"Leshi! I have exciting news! I'm quite sorry to have started without you, but it appears your calculations were slightly off. We've found something here, though. Come see!"

That was what Leshi had been afraid of. Others like professor Frankyl had been here on Phoketh before—archaeologists and historians mostly—following legends of the Temple of Tenctu Sychi, and Leshi had always been eager to offer her expertise as a guide. Then she would lead them away from the ancient shrine and allow them to work frenetically and fruitlessly until they became frustrated, eventually packing their gear and leaving Phoketh. 

Leshi was paid the same amount by the adventurers either way and could always blame their lack of success on faulty information or misinterpretations of the available data. But she had always, until now, been able to fulfill the role that had been passed down to her and keep the temple's location secret.

The previous evening, Leshi had left the village to attend to some business outside Cheigawa and had spent the night in a neighbouring town, thinking there was no rush to return. Upon her leaving Cheigawa, the dig site she had directed the professor to work at was shutting down for the evening and everyone was growing tired of the copious labour sans results. She was sure they were close to giving up—she had seen the familiar signs and was sure the end of the expedition was near. Once she awoke with the rising sun, she finished her dealings and could not refuse the meal she was offered before leaving, even though it caused her to get back to Cheigawa later in the morning than she would have otherwise. It would have been rude, and she was in no hurry.

Leshi drove her float bike straight through her home village, waving at people she knew as she sped along the main street. She exited town at the other end and continued along the trail that led to the dig site, only to find it abandoned. On further inspection, however, she found a large, hastily-made cut through the jungle where the excavation machine had trundled off toward a new location. She left her conveyance where she had parked it, and ran off on foot. Following the clumsy path through the crushed undergrowth was easy, but as it became apparent where she was headed, she began to grow tenser with each increasingly quick step, and adrenaline began to surge through her system. After a short time of slashing her way through the undergrowth, she recognized the strong probability that the temple protector’s worst-case scenario was indeed playing itself out.

She didn't know how Frankyl had come to the decision to dig where he was set up now, but it was far too late to course correct. Seeing the professor standing over the place she had worked so diligently to conceal from him broke her heart. He should never have found it. But there he was, waving at her like a flag in a hard breeze and standing over the entrance to the Temple of Tenctu Sychi, as happy as an O'Culiq after a deal became lopsided in his favour. She had failed.

Leshi approached the dig site and went to stand next to professor Frankyl. He was very pleased with himself and peering into the large hole the matter-converting excavation machine was creating. It had been programmed to remove sand only, leaving stone or any other materials behind. Leshi looked in as well and saw something surprisingly beautiful that she’d hoped she never would.

There in the muddy trench and growing more and more exposed by the minute was the entrance to the Temple of Tenctu Sychi. Generations of Kholot had come before Leshi and passed the sacred task of keeping the temple concealed to her. But where they had passed from this life to the next with the temple's secret intact, Leshi had allowed it to be shattered.

She realized that the professor had a benevolent reason for wanting to find the site. Among other things, the legends of the temple spoke of an ancient machine left by the temple's alien crafters that could heal the sick and possibly even resurrect the dead. His wife had been stricken with a rare genetic disorder—Tedarus Syndrome, Leshi thought she had heard him call it—and he’d had her cryogenically frozen in a stasis chamber on his ship for almost a decade while he searched for what he felt was the only hope to save her from the otherwise incurable disease.

Leshi had genuinely felt bad for the poor man as she led him to areas she knew would fail to yield any positive results. From the very beginning, though, she had felt differently about Yonan, the Graktu employed as the professor's assistant.

He was too zealous about the whole thing. It was like an obsession to him, which had rubbed Leshi the wrong way from the get-go. If Kholots had any hair at all, she was certain the young Graktu's presence would have caused hers to stand straight on end, like she had seen happen on other species.

Her jade skin glistened in the sun, and her long, slender face hung in despair. What was done was done, and she would consult with her ancestors later to ask for guidance as to how she should best handle the unforeseen development. Professor Frankyl's assistant came to stand beside her, smiling gleefully as his four eyes blinked in asynchronicity in the spotty sunshine. He had a dew cloth wrapped around his head and there were lumps on either side of it where his long, pointed ears pressed against the material. The head gear didn't stop the greasy sweat from his Graktu pores from running down his face and neck, thickening where it collected around his collar.

"You're dumbfounded, too, are you?" Yonan asked. "I can't believe I'm actually standing here."

"More than you'll ever know. Have you or professor Frankyl told anyone about this?" Leshi was still wondering if there might be a way to keep the temple hidden. It might mean killing living beings, but she had been told long ago by her predecessor that taking lives may be expected of her. Leshi had agreed, but her fundamentally gentle nature meant that she would only do it if she could guarantee that the temple's secret could be restored. That starship, it appeared, had very likely already left orbit.

"Not yet. But I'm sure the professor will want to contact a couple people. I know he'll be excited to tell some of his colleagues that he told them so." Yonan knew that, as soon as the professor had been reasonably sure that the site of Tenctu Sychi had been located, he had called in a team of mercenaries in case anyone decided to loot or take over the temple. He had been stung before in matters such as this, but Yonan saw no reason to share that information with the snoopy Kholot woman.

"Oh," Leshi replied.

"Yeah, the site you had us at was turning up nothing, even though all the data pointed to that area, so I decided to do some searching on my own. I came across this place in a drone scan yesterday evening while you were gone. We got up before sunrise and had the excavator brought over and it wasn't long before we found this." He nodded toward the hole, in which a large portion of the entrance to the ancient temple had been exposed. "Not that you did a bad job or anything," he passively accused, "but I just followed a hunch and, well, here we are."

Once the entrance was fully uncovered, the professor waved to the excavator operator to stop. The boom on the large machine lifted and withdrew, and professor Frankyl asked if it was safe to go down. The operator said it would be okay, but it would be prudent to go slowly and watch for any muck that might slide back into the excavation area.

The professor gave the operator a thumbs up and started to tread slowly down into the hole. Yonan started in behind him, but the professor told him to come down at a different spot, as the mud Yonan pushed into the hole was burying the academic's feet. Yonan moved over a short distance and then began his descent into the pit.

Leshi's jade hand slipped behind her tunic and rested on the grip of the gun concealed there. She trembled and released it again, her hands coming up  to cover her face in shame. She couldn't do it. Not like this, anyway.

At the bottom of the trench, the professor and his assistant embraced and congratulated one another on a job well done. The enthusiastic pair began pointing out interesting aspects of the etchings on the temple's entrance and professor Frankyl took holographs of some of them.

Given the seeming lack of difficulty her predecessors had during their tenures, Leshi had become complacent, thinking that no one would ever find the site. It was as though it had been protected by the Four Arms themselves.

Having never taken a life before and not really believing that she would ever have to, she hadn't planned this far ahead. She straightened and steeled herself, deciding that she must remain vigilant, even following this major turn of events.

This wasn't over yet. There was still hope. The only people who knew about the successful uncovering of the temple entrance were right here. But in order to stop this catastrophe from reaching penultimate failure, she would need to call on others who suspected that the temple may have been on Phoketh and were opposed to what it stood for.

The temple's existence had been legend for a millennium, and now its location was known. Leshi would do everything in her power to ensure that things progressed no further than that.

***
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YONAN VORCIA CLOSED and barred the door to the entrance of the modest hut he occupied while the excavation crew was in Cheigawa. The day's work was completed and, even though they had found the temple, they would not be able to enter until tomorrow. It was just as well. There was something else he felt compelled to attend to first.

He had accomplished what all the members of the Paragons of Order had endeavoured to achieve for hundreds of years. Even though the Church's numbers were small—seven members in total at any given time—their influence ranged throughout the galaxy. Each representative had aligned him or herself with someone who sought the temple, and collectively, they had traversed the entirety of the Four Arms pursuing the resting place of Marrixah. 

But now, the Temple of Tenctu Sychi had finally been found, and it had been he who discovered its location. He had been the chosen one, and was on the way to fulfilling the sacred mandate of the Church. Marrixah would be freed and Yonan would be there when it happened. He was filled with pride to the point where he risked bursting at the seams.

Yonan pulled the thick curtain across the only window in his hut, darkening the room and concealing his actions from anyone who might happen to walk past. A lantern next to his simple bed became the only illumination in the room. His four eyes took a moment to adjust before he proceeded with his activity.

Sometime during the day while the crew had been busy at the dig site, someone had gone into the village and destroyed every piece of communication equipment they could find, leaving the entire community cut off from the outside world. Apparently there was a contingent among the villagers that didn't want any info to get out. The timing of this event could not possibly suggest any other reason for the action. And yet Yonan smiled, knowing something that no one else had been aware of. He reaffirmed that the measures he took were for a reason.

From under his bed, Yonan pulled out his duffle bag and threw it on the thin mattress. He opened the top and then ran his hand along the inside until he arrived at the pocket he had surreptitiously sewn into the lining. The makeshift pouch contained a small metal container, a little bigger than the palm of Yonan's hand. He removed it and checked around once again to ensure that there were no prying eyes or ears in the vicinity. Satisfied that he was still alone, Yonan placed the larger of the two thumbs of his right hand into the miniature biometric sensor on the box's lid, and a green light indicated that the container had unlocked. Yonan was almost reverent to the box as he carefully opened its lid. Once the device inside was exposed, Yonan placed his inferior thumb onto a second scanner, which yielded the same soft green light.

This was a moment he had envisioned for as long as he could remember, it seemed. He filled his lungs as deeply as he was able and exhaled slowly. After another breath was drawn, its expulsion was accompanied by words he had rehearsed since he’d joined the church as a youngling, chanted now into the microphone of his comm.

"My fellows, brothers and sisters of the Paragons of Order, it is my esteemed pleasure to announce that, after all this time and the multitudes of hardships we have endured, the Temple of Tenctu Sychi has been located by my hand. I invite you to join me in the village of Cheigawa, on the planet Kholot in the Nuphru system. Rejoice, fellows, for our search is over. Marrixah, rightful Queen of the Four Arms, will be risen anew and lead us into a new age—one in which we shall be exalted along with the one true saviour. Blessings be upon you."

The lid of the box was then closed, and the light on its surface became red once again, then faded away. Yonan sat on the stiff bed he had been sleeping on through this most recent crusade to find the temple, and sighed through his slimy smile. He had travelled all over the galaxy, and helped professor Frankyl by contributing anything he could to the search and now—finally—it was over.

Once the entrance had been exposed, Yonan had been very keen to press on, but the professor wanted to wait until it could be opened without damaging anything. Yonan would have been okay with blowing it open or resetting the excavator to remove the material the doors were made of, but Frankyl would hear nothing of it, even though he had his own reasons for seeking out the resting place of Marrixah.

Zan Frankyl wanted access to the temple to save his dying wife, which the machine inside the temple would surely do. The professor may not be so pleased, however, that it would also allow the consciousness of the entity known as Marrixah to inhabit the mind of his beloved. Marrixah would be reborn in the image of Kaerine Frankyl. Mrs. Frankyl was a beautiful woman—as far as Gedularans went—and would make a fine new carapace for the Queen of the Four Arms.

But, one way or the other, that wasn't Yonan's problem. When the time came and Marrixah had fully manifested herself within the shell of Zan Frankyl's wife, the professor would be dealt with in whatever manner Marrixah commanded.

Grace and benediction would come from the Great Rising, and a cleansing would spill across the entire galaxy. 

Blessings for all.
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DAXA U'SONTA SKIPPED merrily onto the Boundless as his crewmates came up the loading ramp behind him. They were all pleased with what they had done, but none so much as the O'Culiq cat-man. His profit-mongering predilections had been sated, and he was a happy kitty. "Finally!" he purred. "We get to do a job with a nice return on our initial investment, and we actually keep the profit? I love you, Loren!"

"You're welcome, ya fickle little furbag," Loren replied as she entered and closed the ramp. The transaction had gone exactly as planned for a change and she was pleased with herself and her crew. They had done well, and deserved to feel proud of themselves. She would give them some time to drink it in. There was nothing else in the works, anyway, and the score they had just made would keep the crew happy and the Boundless maintained and fuelled for quite a while.

Everyone went their separate ways. Daxa headed to his room with a DataPad, no doubt to check his accounts yet again, and Bandaw went to the engine room to double-check the installation of the Paxtn Drive he had amazingly cobbled together from parts the crew scavenged as they moved from one world to the next. 

Bandaw was more comfortable in the engine room, fiddling with the drive systems and making sure everything was running at optimum performance, than he was in his own quarters. The former Professor of Inter-Dimensional Theory at Arabis University was generally a loner, more at home with books and devices than with other beings. Loren even suspected the large-headed Raulaxian had fallen asleep in the lower decks on more than one occasion.

The Paxtn Drive had been in place for a little over a month now and had performed remarkably. It enabled the Boundless to jump twice the distance in a single use than other ships were able to, and was very carefully hidden. The only other Paxtn Drive in the galaxy was the damaged prototype model Loren had returned to Paxtn Industries, and it would not be released for another several years or maybe even longer. In all the expanse of the Four Arms, the Boundless was one-of-a-kind. Much like her captain.

Loren headed to the bridge along with V'Hati, and together they readied the ship for departure. They were in no hurry; the job they had just completed had been questionable in its legal implications, but hadn't specifically broken any laws that they were aware of. She was just happy to have another successful caper behind her, as well as having another galaxy-class dipshit exposed to some Alaysia-induced karma in the process.

The new bridge had taken some getting used to. The cockpit of Loren's former ship had been tiny, and yet everything was easily accessible for a pilot and co-pilot and could be reached by, at the most, maybe having to turn your seat slightly. The Boundless was not like that.

All of the Boundless' systems could by boiled down to their fundamentals and controlled from two adjacent stations at the helm. They could be further reduced and rerouted to one station, but only in their most rudimentary form, so a single person could control all the ship's functions and do a decent job of it if need be.

With the systems fully expanded, however, and a crew member manning each station, the Boundless was at its most impressive. When Loren took the Captain's chair and V'Hati was at the helm, with Daxa manning ship defence and weapons and Bandaw at engineering, the ship could out-perform others that were much larger and should, theoretically at least, be able to take the Boundless down relatively easy.

Even though they had not yet been in a ship-to-ship combat situation yet, Loren had run training exercises in which the crew had to assume their battle stations and then deal with simulated conflicts. Bandaw had to reprogram the simulator to take their hidden Paxtn Drive into account, and it became a determining factor in the success of many of the exercises. Together, they had taken on all comers, from squads of single fighters to armed cargo pirates and small battleships. 

Not every early trial ended in success, but when they failed they would have a mission debriefing to see what could have been done differently or come up with tactics to overcome a specific issue. Then they would do the exercise again. They grew as a team, and even Bandaw was becoming more confident in their ability to fend off galactic predators.

When V'Hati and Loren first encountered their new ship, and it still belonged to its previous owner, V'Hati had described it as a 'custom job.' And she had been right. The Dark Matter collectors on the Boundless were substantially larger than those on most ships, allowing for a substantially reduced charging time between jumps. And, as a further customization, Bandaw had installed a separate containment unit, dedicated to the Paxtn Drive. And that meant that, with both containment units fully charged with the Dark Matter that fuelled Jump Drives, they could initiate a regular jump directly followed by a Paxtn Drive jump and, in the span of a few seconds, they could be three jumps away from their starting point. Even if another vessel jumped after them, the Boundless would still be two full bounces ahead. 

Loren loved her new baby. She settled into her seat on the bridge and called for the computer to set the bridge controls for two-person operation. V'Hati took the station next to her and began making preparations for launch. Loren looked across to her long-time friend, confidant, and protector and, for the first time since they had boarded, noticed that V'Hati hadn't said anything. Her exceedingly tall, translucent alien sidekick appeared to be dispirited, which was out of character for the Dhaim'ae. She could readily handle being exposed to the emptiness of space without any protection, but she sometimes got sucked into the vacuum of her own emotions, a condition from which she seemed to have little to no protection. She was deeply empathic, and experienced her feelings fully and profoundly.

She was just about to engage Vee to ask what might be bothering her when she was pre-empted by the ship's comm. "Boundless, this is Izeron Traffic Control. We're reading a full power-up of the Boundless and we will have you under way shortly. Will you be requesting local transit or are you leaving the planet? Please confirm."

Loren turned her attention to her station and entered her flight plan into the register. "Izeron Traffic control, the Boundless will be outbound and leaving the system. Our flight plan is being sent to you now."

"Copy that, Boundless. Flight plan received and approved. You are clear to move into low orbit attitude and await further instructions. We hope you enjoyed your stay."

Oh, we surely did, Loren thought. It was frikkin' stellar. "Thanks, Izeron Control. We'll be under way momentarily."

Loren punched a few more controls at her station then asked V'Hati to get them moving. V'Hati confirmed and poked at the screen in front of her before taking the ship's yoke. "Here we go," she said in her tinkling crystalline voice as the ship left the ground. "Landing gear retracted. Heading for low orbit."

The predominantly urban topography of Izeron diminished in the viewscreen until the arc of the horizon could be made out, with cloud systems making their way around the globe. It only took a few minutes to get into low orbit and merge with the stream of other vessels there, and V'Hati set the controls on automatic while they awaited instructions from Traffic Control.

"So," V'Hati and Loren said simultaneously. Loren giggled, but V'Hati did not.

"Go ahead, Vee," Loren said.

"I was just going to say that I'm sorry if I seem a little off."

"It's okay. I hardly noticed. What's got you down?"

V'Hati turned her chair to face Loren, who unlocked hers and reciprocated. The silicon-based woman took a moment to gather her thoughts before she spoke to her human counterpart.

"Have you ever felt, you know, incomplete kind of?"

"Yeah," Loren nodded, "I surely have."

"Sorry. I know you're talking about losing your parents and Lucas. That's not what I meant, though."

"It's okay." Loren shook her head. "What do you mean?"

"Like there's something missing inside yourself. Like you're not living up to your potential."

Loren sat back and sighed. "You know, after the whole Lucas thing, there was a time when I didn't know who I was. You know that. But after a while, and learning to follow my instincts, things just started to fall into place. It would never bring anyone back, of course, but it gave me a new direction and purpose. And that's when I met you, so..." She smiled. "You not feeling like you're getting what you need being here, Vee? You know you can do whatever you want, right? There's nothing you could do that would ever offend me. I mean, Four Arms, woman, you've saved my skin more times than I can even count!"

V'Hati smirked. That was true, but not where she was going with all this. She still appreciated the gesture. "Thanks, Loren. I know all that. It has nothing to do with you or being here, or even the guys. This has just been on my mind since Tugantu and it won't go away."

"Tugantu?" Loren asked. "You saved my ass there, too. Not exactly what I had in mind at the time, but nonetheless... What happened?"

"It was killing Xindi Kade. The Scrik'an woman I shot on Tugantu when her and her boyfriend had you and Daxa trapped. I just can't stop thinking about it."

"V'Hati," Loren said as she slid ahead to the rest on the edge of her seat. "You did that to save my life, you can't—"

"And because I was so upset that I thought she had killed Daxa. But the bottom line is that I was angry and I lashed out. My emotions got the better of me."
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