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Jyra Hemman stood in the
hold of a Mantis-class aerial
transport, fully geared up as the rear hatched opened. She watched as the door
transitioned into a ramp as a gust of wind entered, but she didn’t feel the
ship’s rapid deceleration due to the IDF, though she could see the snow-covered
trees below whipping by. Those trees gradually slowed and the mantis came to hover
over a small hillside with an unnatural clearing on top. 


Jyra walked out onto the ramp and stepped off, with
the Commando dropping a few meters and landing in the six inch deep snow. She
dropped into a crouch and her knee hit the ground as her foot slipped, but she
otherwise held her form as the mantis gained altitude and slowly accelerated away
with her catching a glimpse of its ramp closing before the surrounding trees
blocked her view. 


“Well then,” she said to herself from inside her
helmet as her breath created a small cloud beneath her exhaust ports on her
chin. The temperature was frigid, but not as bad as she’d experienced on Vandermen. That mission against the lizards had her unit
fighting through snowdrifts taller than they were and a temperature so cold
that her faceplate had iced up numerous times. This was a vacation in
comparison, so long as she had her armor to keep herself warm. 


Jyra set the internal controls to station keeping,
meaning they’d use power drawn from her movement to operate a combination of
heating and cooling units. Her body had gotten used to wearing the armor so
much that it felt like a second skin to her now and as a result her body’s
internal temperature regulation didn’t fight it much, but she’d usually end up
with a slightly sweaty sheen underneath the internal padding.


She took a look around, seeing nothing but a square
cut out of the forest the size of a basketball court. That had been created
intentionally, for the rest of the forest had no natural gaps,
but there was nothing else here. No technology or biology. The entire planet
was devoid of animal life, leaving her alone with the trees and snow hundreds
of miles away from civilization. Huge tracts of the planet had been colonized,
but there were still chunks of it that had been preserved in its natural form
for training and other purposes, with this clearing where she’d been dropped
off being the start point for her next challenge.


Jyra stood up and started walking, carrying a very
full pack with only a pistol for weaponry. That was for emergency purposes, for
most of her equipment was supplies. This wasn’t a combat mission, nor was it a
training skirmish. This was to be a survival test, with only a small beacon in
her pack as a backup in case something went wrong. Other than that she was on
her own and not under surveillance of any kind. That had been impressed on her
during her briefing four hours ago, for if she wanted to become an Arc Commando
it would require long missions away from the rest of the army and she had to
not only be able to move and survive alone, but to flourish in that type of
environment.


When Jyra passed by the nearest of the trees she
extended an armored hand out and touched the bark, seeing her white armor
matching the snow plastered on the outer side. It was colored for camouflage
rather than the standard Commando colors, as was most of their equipment. She
was meant to be as much of a ghost as possible, and even a little thing as
altering the armor from dirty white to pure white could make a difference in an
environment such as this. 


Like the pistol, the rest of her equipment was outfitted
for multiple scenarios despite there being no threats here. Corneria was the
second most populated planet next to Earth and just as secure. Jyra was here to
learn rather than fight, and had spent the previous 3 years doing so after
getting the very exclusive invite to train to become an Arc Commando.


At the time she hadn’t even known there were Arc Commandos,
aside from rumors. There was no official listing of them in the public
databases, and even in the military records that she had previous access to
there was no such rank or class mentioned. The same was true of the Arc
Knights, but they’d been seen by many Commandos assisting them on the
battlefield. Arc Commandos were never seen and many Commandos believed they
were either a myth or misunderstanding, and now that she was in their training
program the veteran knew why.


When Jyra had been approached by the Archons it had
been due to her service record. 189 missions in 26 campaigns over the past 340
years and a level 203 Commando rating put her in the upper 10% of the Mainline army, but at present there were only 600 Arc
Commandos in existence, meaning that a lot of other Commandos that rated higher
than her had been passed over in the selection process. The Archons had
explained that some didn’t want the different duties when offered, but that
most were not fit for the special combat units that they were building and they
thought that she might be.


They were elite units, she’d been told, and that was
enough for Jyra. When she’d signed on she had immediately been removed from
combat duty and sent to Corneria only to be subjected to an entirely different
brand of training than she was used to, with this solo expedition being yet
another example.


As Jyra walked under the trees and got herself
acclimated to her surroundings she checked her HUD. In it she had only access
to a simple map, for the traditional battlemap of the planet had been blocked.
She could reactivate it if necessary, another emergency contingency, but if she
did it would disqualify her from this mission and that was something she would
never do. The very fact that she had the option, including the pistol and other
non-essential gear for this mission, underscored the mandate of the Arc
Commandos. 


Combat could happen at any time, in any place, and Arc
Commandos were selected for their ability to think outside the box. In truth
all Commandos were, but Arc Commandos took it to the extreme. Her training
since arriving here had not been combat oriented, for she already knew how to
fight and had more experience doing so than a lot of Archons did. No, this
training was centered around thinking and figuring things out when one didn’t
have clear orders to follow or a clear path to attack the enemy. Normally
Archons would adapt their orders to the situation, but as Star Force grew by
leaps and bounds the Archon ranks were not keeping up in numbers.


Jyra was being training to operate without Archon
leadership, and to do that required that they learn to think like Archons…at
least as far as ground combat was concerned, specifically small unit tasks.
Archons were trained to lead all forms of armies, from large planet-spanning
conflicts down to behind enemy lines missions amounting to only a handful of
personnel. On top of that they were also masters of all 5 divisions, from naval
to aquatics, and Jyra wasn’t going to be able to match them on that. Like the
Knights, Commandos were the peers of the Archons, some would say, in their
individual disciplines because she and others would train exclusively in one area
while the Archons split their time between many…and not only were they
warriors, they were builders and diplomats. 


Pretty much, they were masters at everything. And Jyra
most definitely wasn’t.


But what she was good at was solo missions, and that
was why she’d been recruited. Her combat record against the lizards saw her
posted to numerous scouting and special team operations, in which she excelled,
but her training here had gone far beyond that.


Checking her limited map she saw only a directional
marker that pointed north and a distant waypoint that was her first destination
on this cross country scavenger hunt. Jyra didn’t know where she was going,
only that she had to get to the waypoint and figure things out from there.
According to the waypoint numbers it was located some 129 miles away over
slightly rolling terrain.


“That’s one hell of a first leg,” she said,
transitioning the waypoint to her HUD permanently but dismissing all other data
before taking off at a jog through the inch-deep snow underneath the trees.
Everything was covered by it but the branches seemed to have collected most of
it, allowing her a fairly easy time setting a pace. How to navigate the
geography was something she was going to have to play by ear, for she didn’t
have a topographical map to utilize, so she started by simply heading in a
straight line until she found a reason to deviate from it.


The ‘straight line’ was actually a weave between the
tree trunks and scrub brush, for there were no trails nor anything in this
region to make them. Thankfully the cold climate and dim lighting, thanks to
the snow covered branches, had kept the undergrowth to a minimum, but that only
emphasized the desolation of the place. No one lived here, let alone passed
through. Aside from the small artificial clearing there was nothing here
different from when Star Force had first arrived to colonize the planet and
Jyra could feel the disconnect.


That ‘disconnect’ was something she’d been trained to
embrace and utilize, for most people, regardless of race, avoided it like the
plague. People naturally operated with a hive mind, some more than others, and
that left blind spots that could be exploited. It was in those blind spots that
stealth was often achieved, and the more she could learn to think as a disconnected
entity the easier it would be to identify them. That said, she’d always be able
to connect with the army and Star Force. Her 3 centuries of service ensured
that, so this training wasn’t designed to replace it, but rather enhance that
bond of brotherhood by giving her a second mode to slip into…a mode that could be used to protect and attack as necessary,
derived by her own judgement rather than orders.


That new mode was active, for she could feel herself
slipping into it now that she was off the grid. She’d been told that other
training missions where commandos were sent out alone had always been secretly
monitored in order for the trainers to be able to intervene if something went
wrong. If the trainees knew about that they’d operate differently, so they had
to keep it secret. This fact was entrusted to her and the handful of other Arc
Commando trainees she was working through the program with because they would
not be operating under similar procedures. 


None of them were rookies, for all were combat
veterans at least 200 years old. They could take care of themselves, but there
was always risk. Star Force didn’t want to lose them to an accident, which was
why there were safety protocols in their equipment so they could break from the
parameters of the mission if deemed necessary, but that choice was theirs
rather than a trainer’s. If Jyra fell off a cliff and smacked herself
unconscious there would be no help coming, for she wouldn’t be able to call for
it.


Risk was everywhere, and while Star Force couldn’t
prevent it they could and did minimize it. Those minimizations were now
lessened, but not removed, in order to give her a chance to get away from
everyone and operate in the dark for a while. With so much population on Star
Force worlds it was virtually unheard of not to see another Human, even if just
walking from your quarters to the cafeteria. The same was true in the military,
so her being here, surrounded by miles of uninhabited territory, was a rare
thing that she’d been getting a lot of in her Arc Commando training. 


Enough that she was now comfortable with it, and in
some ways preferred it. Not only was she being entrusted with this ‘alone time’
but she and the other trainees were also given special access codes to Star
Force databases, allowing them almost free reign to move about through their
cities wherever and whenever she wanted. Staying in the dark even when amongst
the masses, it had been explained to her, and to that end on a previous mission
she had been tasked with making her way through restricted areas under
security’s nose. An Archon has been stationed with security to call them off if
she was detected, so no misunderstandings could occur, but that hadn’t been
necessary for Jyra had made it through in the shadows using a combination of
guile and computer codes that security didn’t even know existed.


Her Archon instructors had explained the duplicity to
her as an invisible layer of protection. Rather than playing games with their
own people, she was learning how to back them up off the grid where potential
enemies couldn’t look. While Star Force computer and comm
systems were difficult to hack, there was always the possibility of it
happening. If it did, an enemy could use their own systems against Star Force,
hence they needed another layer of defense…and in this case, that second layer
was trust.


The Archons had their own brotherhood that they held
to fiercely, and through it all they trusted one another to do the right thing.
For the Commandos it was less so. They hoped they would do the right thing, but
kept an eye on them just in case. The same was true for the other 4 military
divisions, and in most cases that oversight was unnecessary. Where the Archons
led the soldiers followed, and so long as the good guys were in charge there wasn’t
going to be any fertile ground for misbehavior within the ranks. Jyra knew this
from her time serving as a Commando, but she’d only recently come to realize
that most of her fellow soldiers were going along with the flow rather than
thinking for themselves.


With the knowledge Star Force gave their people
through training, going with the flow was a shortcut to understanding how the
universe worked. Once a person made it to that point they were unlikely to
forget, but they were only learning the knowledge that was passed onto them.
The Archons wanted the Arc Commandos to be more than that, and therefore they
were recruiting individuals who showed an aptitude to take what they’d learned
and expand upon it by thinking outside of what they’d been taught and making
new connections…essentially doing what the Archons had done to create that
database of knowledge.


Above and beyond that, they wanted individuals that
they could trust to use their instincts and ferret out injustice,
inconsistencies, anything that might be amiss. Simply following orders wasn’t
enough. They had to act on their own volition and not rely on orders. With the
responsibilities, equipment, and knowledge that the Archons were giving to Jyra
and the others, the most impressive and humbling gift being given to them was
that of trust. Trust to act without oversight and to do what the Archons would
do. 


Except the Arc Commandos were being trained in a very
narrow slice of Archon responsibilities, namely the solo and small group combat
missions, traveling behind enemy lines and, if the worst came to pass, able to
disappear within Star Force if it was ever compromised. The Arc Commandos, in
their limited focus, were now another spear tip, with no one to follow. They
led the way, not for others to follow, but to aid them by taking out targets
and accomplishing missions that most would never know occurred. 


That’s why Arc Commandos were not publically
recognized and that the military itself didn’t know of their existence beyond
rumor…and that level of trust and secrecy was why Jyra had fully committed
herself to this extreme training. It was difficult physically, as was all Star
Force training, but what made this secret program so extreme was that it
required her to become an Arc Commando completely, from her red hair down to
the tips of her toes. This wasn’t a job or profession, it was to become her
identity.


And that was something she wanted, more than anything
in her life. She’d always wanted to be an Archon, but her testing hadn’t
warranted it. She’d retaken the tests multiple times throughout her life, each
of which was different, but she’d never passed. This new role, which held equal
status to the Archons in terms of independence and responsibility was equal to,
no, actually better than becoming an Archon.


Naval, aquatic, aerial, and mech combat were
interesting but never truly appealed to her, nor were administrative duties and
empire construction. Jyra was a fighter who belonged on the battlefield, not a
builder, so Arc Commando was a perfect match for her and she was extremely
grateful for the wisdom of the Archons in seeing that in her. That vision was
one thing that she lacked, but now that she’d found her niche she never wanted
to do anything else again. She still had about another year to go in her training,
she guessed, and she still had to earn that position, but Jyra had no doubts as
to whether it would happen. 


There was a way to accomplish it, and if there was a
way she’d find it. She was fully committed to becoming an Arc Commando and
nothing they’d thrown at her yet, training wise, had been more than she could
handle.


This long distance solitary mission was something new,
but she suspected it was more of a confirmation ordeal rather than a grueling
endurance test. There was no time limit involved, at least not on this stage of
it. She simply had to get from point to point across the snow-covered forest
and could take as much time as she needed or wanted. That said, with her
objective location known she didn’t feel like delaying and set a fairly aggressive
pace, tempered by the fact that she knew she’d been running for at least 10
hours before she settled down for the ‘night,’ though with her nightvision tech the time of day didn’t matter, rather it
was whenever she became exhausted that she’d stop, and she’d already decided to
play it safe and cut off before that happened.


While this leg of her mission might be simple, she had
no way of knowing what the next one would entail…and she didn’t want to head
into possible difficulty at a disadvantage. So she set a pace that would double
as the workouts she was unable to do out here in the middle of nowhere and got
to work covering ground, not knowing what was ahead of her other than the tiny
triangular dot emblazoned on her HUD marking her target location’s direction. 
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The terrain seemed endless, with forest over rolling
hills that was always different yet remarkably the same. If it wasn’t for her
HUD and the distant waypoint Jyra would have been thoroughly lost in this
wilderness but that one bit of information was all she needed to navigate, with
the significance of that razor edge not being lost on her. More so than ever
before Jyra was coming to grips with the fact that the galaxy was a wild and
dangerous place with no safety nets other than what you created yourself. Star
Force had done so well in that regard that most people didn’t realize what it
was like outside their cities.


For here and now a single navigational point was
making the difference between having a path forward and wandering aimlessly to
her eventual death. Yes, she had a backup beacon in case something went wrong,
but had that not been the case she’d be relying on the gear in her helmet to
survive. If it was lost or damaged then she would be in a world of hurt,
unlikely to be able to stay alive longer than her supplies lasted, for these
trees were not fruit bearing. Roots perhaps could be scrounged, but that would
just be a delaying tactic. 


If she couldn’t get to the waypoint she would be lost.


Now that she had plenty of time to consider that, the
danger of life began to sink into her. She’d been through numerous battles and
never thought of those as ‘dangerous’ because she had a fighting chance, but
the idea of being in a no-win scenario was truly terrifying. She was a fighter,
and not having some path to victory, no matter how unlikely, left her
completely vulnerable and dependent on the little device in her helmet. 


She didn’t like being dependent, nor did Star Force,
hence the redundancy they built into their infrastructure, but as an Arc
Commando she didn’t have that luxury. She had to go where others wouldn’t, or
couldn’t, and sometimes that would mean walking the razor’s edge. Jyra hadn’t
expected that to be the case on this mission, for it was little more than a
long run across terrain, but now that she was here, unwatched, reality was
dawning on her. 


It was both scary yet liberating. She was in control,
so long as her equipment functioned, and unlike being under water she wasn’t
going to die immediately if her air cut off or her armor breached…which was one
reason why she wasn’t fond of aquatics. No, out here she’d last for a long
time, it was that inevitable defeat looming at the edge of her mind that
worried her. As a last ditch effort she could always try and make it to one of
the distant cities, so there was a slim chance she could survive and that would
give her something to fight for, but the isolation here made it feel like the
entire planet was empty…and that made her think through the ramifications of
being on another world that had no cities, and what she would do then.


The disturbing answer was nothing, for there was
nothing to be done but wait and hope for rescue. Dependent on someone else
again, unable to win, let alone even fight, if she was lost on a world with no
way off it. She knew better than to give up, for there might be some unseen
angle she was missing…a way to win that was hidden, and if you gave up you were
precluding that possibility, but since this was a theoretical situation she
allowed herself to consider the what-ifs of being in a position where there was
no way out.


Jyra didn’t have an answer for that. She was a fighter
and could never stop trying, it just wasn’t in her nature, and perhaps that is
why the thought of a no-win scenario was so damn frightening. It was like a
line that you could not cross, yet drawn plainly in front of you, with no one
forcing you over it. Knowingly you’d never cross it, but the fact that it was
there and danger lay on the other side meant that if you accidently crossed it
you’d be doomed. 


But then she’d still be in control, wary but wise
enough not to cross that line. But what if that line shifted, or she lost her
focus and wandered across? That was the truly scary part, that she could end up
where she didn’t want to be on accident…and her HUD failing would be just such
an accident in this situation.


Normally Jyra’s mind didn’t
wander this much, but she literally had nothing to do other than keep running.
The terrain was mildly challenging, but not enough to consume her conscious
mind so her thoughts wondered up until she finally decided to stop and rest
after having traveled some 82 miles, straight line. How far she’d actually ran
with all the twists and turns she didn’t know, for her HUD wasn’t set up to
track it with this limited capability. 


With the terrain all seeming the same Jyra just came
to a stop when she felt like it and looked around, finding a suitable gap
between tree trunks and walking over to it, then taking a moment to pull her
helmet off and breathe deeply, bending at the waist and resting her right hand
on her knee. She hadn’t been running fast, but only now that she’d stopped did
her fatigue begin to fully register. She could have gone on further with ease,
but apparently she’d dipped into a bit of combat mode numbness that had blocked
her mind from fully realizing the extent of her physical depletion.


In those few seconds her face and hair frosted over in
the cold, but it felt good at the moment so she kept her helmet off as she got
her breathing under control and stood up, disconnecting and pulling off her
heavy pack. She set it down in the snow and laid her helmet on top before
reaching inside and pulling out a small knife that she used to cut away a few
bits of scrub brush to form a bigger clearing. Those tumbleweeds she tossed
aside into the snow where small rays of sunlight were breaking through the
canopy and painting the dim white with numerous bright spots. 


Night would be on her soon though, for the planet had
a 22-hour day and she’d began just after dawn. Had she not been equipped by
Star Force that would have been an issue, for the nights would get considerably
colder, but her armor and survival equipment would make that a moot point.


Jyra took a moment to go through a few stretching
exercises, making use of the flexibility her armor allowed and working out her
stiff body, for the running motion, while dynamic enough, didn’t allow for
certain movements and she’d gotten a bit rigid in those areas. Above that the
stretching just felt good, especially in contrast with her warm body and
chilling head. 


Once finished she began kicking away the snow and
getting down to the frozen dirt below. When she had her campsite cleared she
put her helmet back on to keep from getting too cold and pulled out a cylinder
from her pack about the length of her forearm. She set it down in the center of
the clearing and pressed a button before taking a step back. Four seconds later
the hard canister broke apart and began to unfurl a thin prefab building. 


It spread out into a flat octagon, then rose up as it
stretched its cloth-like walls rigid around telescoping supports that
interlocked automatically. Once the building reached its height of 2.8 meters
the material of the walls and ceiling solidified as the tiny segments firmly
locked together. Altogether it took 18 seconds to form, with Jyra tapping an
armored finger on it to check on its rigidity before grabbing her pack and
going inside.


The door was solid but unpowered, operating on a hinge
that swung outward. Jyra closed it behind her then walked to the far side of
the 6.4 meter wide room and set her pack down, from which she pulled out a
small power source the size of her thumb and inserted it into a matching slot
in the center of the floor. Once connected nothing happened, but the equally
small heating element and light that she unpacked next slid into slots on the
ceiling that then drew power from the generator, bathing the interior in blue
and starting to warm the chilly air. 


More items followed, being plugged into additional
slots on the floor and ceiling. Star Force built smaller survival ‘tents’ but
on a mission like this there was no need to skimp, though she did have one of
their smallest units as a backup in case the one she was in now became lost or
damaged. Redundancy was the name of the game, and Star Force had gone to great
lengths to devise and fabricate personal gear that could be condensed down to
as convenient travel size as possible. 


While the chamber warmed Jyra pulled out a roll of
what looked like candy discs, popping one into her mouth before stowing the
rest. Her body had been fully depleted of ambrosia, she realized after the fact
as she sluggishly moved around and her heartrate diminished, with the ‘candy’
being a very condensed supply. Each disc was equal to her typical daily
requirement of 13.2 doses, which another roll had small bits in lesser amount
so she wouldn’t have to try and break the tiny discs apart to manage her
levels. Each roll had been custom designed for the dosage levels she required,
and while it wasn’t mission critical it was, to her, one of the most important
items in her pack.


One item that was more of a luxury was a chair that
she unpacked, setting it into a slot in the floor that locked into place and
then expanded in size as the components realigned. It required power, for it
was more than just for sitting on. It had a small backrest, on which was a
button that altered modes. She punched it with her little finger and saw the
seat uncover into a toilet seat as she pulled off her helmet and began taking
off her armor. It was a segmented version rather than the all-in-one units that
most preferred nowadays, and gave her a slightly greater defense rating due to
the rigid pieces. It was also unpowered, which had been a requirement of this
mission, but from the inside it felt virtually identical to all the other
versions she’d worn, for only under extreme situations did she utilize their
powered-augmented movement capability.


The air wasn’t fully warmed by the time she stepped out
of her boots and tossed them into a corner with the rest of her sweaty armor
but she didn’t feel like waiting a few more minutes, for her bladder that had
been quiet the last few hours of her run was now reasserting itself. She pulled
off her uniform pants and sat down, glad to have the chair in her inventory,
for otherwise she would have had to go out in the snow and relieve herself the
old fashioned way and use a portable scraper. 


She had one in her pack as well, but the chair had a
unit built in so when she finished she hit a button and a cleansing force field
scraped across her butt cleaning and sanitizing far better than the old
fashioned toilet paper ever did. When she felt the wipe finish she stood up and
pulled her pants back on, flicking the ‘compress’ button that would take her
waste material and dehydrate it into pellets that she could toss into the
forest later. For now they were stored in the base of the chair along with the
pure water recovered. That could be critical in other environments, but with
all the snow here she wasn’t going to have to worry about water conservation on
this mission.


On that note she also pulled out a water bottle from
her pack and downed it in one long drink before pulling out some prepackaged
foodstuffs that were also volume compressed. She ate quickly then pulled off
her clothes once the chamber had fully heated up, stepping into a ring on the
floor that she had already installed, along with its opposite on the ceiling.
Using her toe she flicked a button on the floor and the two rings encapsulated
her in a weak shield tube that she could break out of if necessary. With it a
second plate-like energy shield began bouncing from one ring to the other in
slow motion, operating similar to the scraper and pulling some of the grime and
sweat off her body.


It was nicknamed the ‘tickler’ and functioned as a
lesser replacement for a water shower. Originally developed for races that
didn’t take well to the water, it was used by some Human civilians that
preferred it but mostly used as a backup when water was scarce. It never worked
well on Jyra’s hair, but got most of the workout
stench off of her. In the field that was a luxury, and on a lot of occasions
she slept in her armor, sweat and all, until she could get to a secure
facility.


But since there were going to be no secure facilities
on this mission the extra amenities were appropriate, and Jyra had chosen to
carry the extra weight to accommodate them. This was a longevity mission, and
any small augmentations to her survival inventory would factor in down the
line. She could rough it out in her armor and no shelter, but that wasn’t a
good way to operate long term and Jyra hadn’t been told how long this mission
would actually last.


A lot of that depended on how fast she traveled, and
with the solitude beginning to wear on her she didn’t intend to linger any
longer than necessary. After a few minutes in the tickler she got out and put
her clothing inside it, allowing the sweat and grime in them to be mostly
removed, then pulled them back on save for the socks. Knowing it wasn’t super
cold outside and wanting to give her feet a chance to breathe, she grabbed four
small cubes out of her pack and opened the door, stepping out barefoot onto the
frozen ground and shutting the door quickly to minimize the heat loss. 


Jyra sucked in a deep breath, feeling her body begin
to chill instantly and taking a moment to absorb the sensation along with the
first few trickles of ambrosia hitting her bloodstream. She looked around in
the dimming light and listened, not expecting to hearing anything but taking
the moment just the same. There wasn’t anything mechanical or living to be
heard in the eerily silent forest, but to be on the safe side she walked out
into the snow, feeling and resisting the cold on her tiny feet as she moved out
about 20 meters and attached one of the cubes to a tree trunk.


She walked in a long circle around her octagonal
structure, placing the other three devices at approximate cardinal points while
curiously wondering how long she could tolerate the snow on her bare feet.
Residual heat would offer her a bit of a shield, but as it bled off she’d start
to get into trouble. She’d never tested that notion before to see how long it
would take, and to her surprise she was still ok by the time she completed her
circuit and got back to the door.


Jyra opened it and quickly got back inside then
wiggled her toes around, finding that her feet had already started to get numb.



She raised an eyebrow, making a mental note to not
trust her senses on that one in the future. If they were numbing up that would
allow her to move about in the snow better under combat conditions, but it
would also not inform her as to their condition and what damage could incur.
Cold wasn’t something that you could mess with and was as dangerous as heat in
ample amounts, but this environment wasn’t that frigid so she knew a little
exposure would be alright so long as she kept it brief.


Yet another razor’s edge to walk, but this little
barefoot mission hadn’t gone too far and now she had a baseline for the
future…though she hoped she was never caught without her boots or shoes in the
future, for that would be a major pain in the ass.


For that reason many Commandos slept in them when in
the field. After running for so many hours Jyra knew that would be a bad idea,
but if she kept her uniform shoes with her the perimeter sensors that she’d
just set up would hopefully give her a few seconds to slip them on if something
did happened.


It wasn’t a good situation to be in, for she was alone
and there was no one to take watch while she slept, but she had to make due and
didn’t want to sleep in either her boots or the shoes that slipped into them. A
few Commandos wore the boots without shoes underneath, and they were adjustable
for that purpose, but she never did, wanting to have them on for when she got
out of her armor. 


Jyra configured another device she had plugged into
the floor to sound an alarm if any heat or technological signatures came within
scanning radius, excluding those already present and extending the minimum range
out to the confines of her building so if she moved around inside it wouldn’t
go off. If she stepped outside it would, but she also configured the alarm to
transmit to an earpiece that she slipped on rather than audible to everyone…which
in this case would be anyone outside trying to sneak up on her. 


There was no one on Corneria to bother her, not even
any wildlife, but she wanted the extra layer of security regardless, for you
never knew what unknown factors were in play. 


Jyra grabbed her shoes and stuffed her socks into them
as she set them to the side and unrolled her sleeping sleeve. She plugged it
into the a slot on the floor then slipped her bare feet inside and crawled into
the double-sided blanket that would regulate her internal temperature while
blocking her external heat signature. There was a head cover that she didn’t
bother using, but she did trigger the underlayer to
inflate and lift her an inch off the hard floor, along with a pillow section
that rose another couple inches up. 


Keeping her shoes and socks next to her head and ready
to grab at a moment’s notice she closed her eyes and got to sleep quickly, not
intending to linger here any longer than necessary for her to rest and
recharge. The alarm system had also been configured to wake her in 7 hours,
meaning she’d be off before sunrise and onto the waypoint, hopefully, by the
end of the next day.
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Jyra had gotten up just before sunrise and taken off
on her second running segment of this journey but had found that she’d pressed
herself too much the previous day and intentionally cut it short after only a
few hours, took some downtime and a long nap, then went back out to complete
the rest of the first leg of this mission, eventually arriving at the
waypoint…which was floating in virtual form over top of a small frozen lake.


“So much for easy,” she told herself on the shore as a
weak beacon appeared beneath it, indicating that there was something under the
ice for her to get to. To that end she disconnected her pack and dropped it
into the thick snow before gingerly walking out onto the ice. It was frozen
thick enough to hold her, so she moved out further from shore until she was
directly over the beacon location and actually standing inside the virtual
waypoint. Shutting the vents on her mask and switching over to backup oxygen
Jyra jumped into the air, hearing the ice crack beneath her, then pulled her
knees up towards her chest midair before smashing her legs back down like a
jackhammer and breaking through.


The ice was thicker than she thought and only her legs
went through, with the jagged corners of the ice pinning her waist above water
level until she added a few fist smashes and her white armor sank below the ice
and out of view. All was quiet for more than a minute, but before the water could
begin to refreeze her helmet poked up through into the air and an arm came out,
pressing down and breaking off another piece of ice.


Jyra clawed further into that small indentation,
getting her elbow on one side and reached up out of the water with her other
arm to throw a small canister clear before using that hand as a counterbalance
to gently ease her upper body out of the water and onto the ice like a worm, crawling
inch by inch over cracking ice until she was completely out of the water and
could roll to the side a couple of turns and up onto her feet. She walked over
and picked up the canister while opening her air vents and allowing her
reserves to start gradually replenishing.


The Commando waited until she was back on shore before
she chanced to open it, finding only a small databurst
module inside. She toggled it on and linked to it via her HUD and got the flash
transmission of data…which in this case was just another set of coordinates for
the next leg of her mission.


“52 miles. They’re making this too easy,” she said,
closing the lid on the canister and leaving it on the lake shore as she grabbed
her pack, intending to get another couple hours of running in before she
stopped for a rest. Not knowing what would be at this waypoint she’d conserved
energy so she could run or fight if necessary, but now that that appeared to be
unnecessary she might as well get a move on.


It was already dark, so she took to the forest again
using her nightvision before eventually stopping 18
miles later and setting up camp. She took a longer rest there then hit the next
section in the daylight and made it all the way up to within a kilometer of the
2nd waypoint before stopping again. Maybe it was another navigational marker,
perhaps it was something else, but she might as well find out with a fresh set
of legs than when exhausted, so Jyra pulled out her tent canister again and
repeated the process that was now becoming routine. 


She ate and went to sleep, then woke up hours later
when it was dark and packed up, traveling the last kilometer on foot and ready
for action when the waypoint guided her to an anonymous bit of forest that had
a speeder bike laying on the ground.


“Hello,” she said, cautiously approaching and looking
for any booby-traps when she noticed the crate sitting behind it with another databurst module on top inside a clear case sleeve. She
pulled the coordinates from it, finding that there were actually 18 different
waypoints updated, all of which were scattered around her current position and
not in order. No further information was given, and it seemed to her that this
was a collection mission now. For what she didn’t know, but having the speeder
meant she could avoid having to run out to all of them…which was fortunate, for
they were spread over an area with a radius of 130 miles. 


Jyra flicked the ‘on’ switch but the speeder didn’t
respond, drawing a sinking feeling from the commando. She tried again but
nothing, then pulled open the front panel and saw that the bike was in
mechanical disarray with missing components and disconnected wires…including a
burnt out chunk that functioned as the cooling unit for the gravity drive.


Her eyes flicked to the crate.


“You had better be spare parts,” she said, opening it
and sighing with relief when she saw that was just the case. Apparently she had
to repair the speeder or submit herself to hiking the insane back and forth
distance, for which she probably would have to ration her supplies. That wasn’t
doable when one was physically propelling oneself across miles of forest,
meaning that if she didn’t get the bike fixed she was in a world of hurt.


Mechanical repair wasn’t something Commandos were
heavily trained in, but they were taught the basics of how to tinker with their
equipment in the field. That underlying knowledge had been expanded upon
heavily in her Arc Commando training, giving her more options for situations
just like this. She didn’t carry a full tech rating, but repairing speeders was
one of a handful of tasks that she had been taught how to do, along with
bypassing the control interface to circumvent any locking mechanisms if
necessary, though today that didn’t seem to be an issue. Star Force speeders
were typically free use and had no key sequences required, but a lot of
civilian craft did, including those that Star Force produced and sold on the
open market.


Those didn’t have weapons, but this one did. A single
sammy barrel mounted on the front of the bike. Jyra knew it was more powerful
than a sniper blast, but not as potent. More for blowing away a chunk of mass
than punching a small hole through armor. Why this was an armed variety made
her wonder if combat wasn’t forthcoming on this mission…or more likely some type
of impediment that would difficult to remove without the weapon.


Didn’t matter now, for if she couldn’t repair the bike
she wasn’t going anywhere with it, for the gravity drive would overheat even if
she got the power supply hooked up, and it was missing several conduits to both
the drive and the controls, which was why she hadn’t been able to turn it on.
Going back to the bike she pulled out all the damaged components and made a
mental list of everything that was missing, then starting fishing items out of
the crate and assembling them up until her gloved hands became too thick to get
into some of the smaller areas.


Jyra disconnected her right glove but kept her left
on, allowing her thin fingers to slip into certain crevices and keep working up
until the cold started to numb her touch, then she switched hands, putting her
glove back on and taking the other off. She kept switching back and forth until
she got the bike working, then started it up and ran it through some basic
diagnostics ensuring that all functions were operational.


With it floating half a meter off the ground she
closed the access panel and grabbed her own pack, which she’d taken off when
she realized it wasn’t going to be a quick fix. Checking her internal clock she
noted that she’d spent some 4 hours working on the bike, most of which was due
to a number of unforeseen problems with components that appeared to be intact
but were really sabotaged in a subtle manner…and then she had to fix two pieces
that she didn’t have replacements for.


Whoever had set this up had made it difficult on
purpose, but Jyra thought she finally had everything working and was glad to
hear the faint hum of the cooling device and no extraneous noise, suggesting to
her that it was, in fact, now working properly. After reattaching her pack she
slid onto the small seat that could accommodate two people in a crunch, she
gripped the control bars and elevated the speeder up through a small gap in the
canopy that she had to search around for, passing through the snow-covered
branches and dumping a lot of it off onto the ground as she pushed through…then
she was above the treetops looking out at the snow-covered landscape that
showed little bits of green in between the white dunes covering the branches.


Highlighting the nearest waypoint, Jyra accelerated
the nearly silent bike in its direction and began covering ground in a blink of
an eye compared to her having had to run it on foot. Skimming the treetops also
allowed her to make a straight line path rather than the weave she had to make
around trees and up and down over hills on foot, making her appreciate the
speeder for all it was worth as she headed for the waypoint.


Knowing not to run up on top of it, Jyra stopped early
and landed, choosing to approach on foot and finding another beacon…but this
one was coming from underground. It was two meters down, but there was no
visible way to get at it. Frowning, Jyra pulled her pack off and got a small
cubical rectangle out that unfolded into a shovel. She began digging, immediately
finding the ground frozen and having to chip away at it until the soil softened
with depth, but even then it was still firm and didn’t look to have been
recently dug up anytime soon.


When she got down to the depth that the beacon was
coming from, for she could measure it to the inch on her HUD, she found
absolutely nothing. It took her a moment to dig a little deeper, then she
tossed the shovel out of the hole and angrily climbed out of it.


“Shit…I’m so stupid,” she said, looking around in the
trees above her and in the scrub brush nearby. At first she couldn’t find
anything, but eventually she stumbled across a tiny box stuck in the side of
one of the tree trunks some 20 meters off, virtually unnoticeable, and Jyra
knew it was a signal misdirection device. The actual beacon signal was coming
from somewhere else, but with this one transmitting a counter signal it had
altered the calculations her helmet was making and caused it to indicate a
position that was where neither device existed.


Knowing that she could do the math and use the false
point and the actual one of the disrupter to determine the true location of the
beacon, she input a waypoint on top of the tiny device and had her helmet do
the calculations…which resulted in a third waypoint that she walked over to,
finding a ditch that was almost completely filled with snow. She scooped it out
with her hands like a dog digging down through sand and eventually found the
book-sized box at the bottom. Pulling it out she headed back to where she’d dropped
her pack and subsequently retrieved her shovel before kneeling down and opening
the box.


Inside it was two foodstuff packets, a small amount of
ambrosia, and a puzzle piece-like component that she guessed would interlink
with others found to form something, but at the moment she had no clue what it
was, for it had no buttons or markings of any kind.


Jyra sighed. “Scavenger hunt indeed,” she said,
looking over to the spot where she’d dug that unnecessary hole and wasted so
much time. “Guess that’s my punishment for being stupid…all self-imposed.”


Grabbing the items and stowing them in her pack, Jyra
took a moment to rest and clear her head before getting back on the bike and
heading towards the next waypoint, plotting out a course that would mean the
least amount of travel, for her power cell on the bike hadn’t been fully
charged and if she wandered around too much she’d end up finishing this hunt on
foot. That was another facepalm moment that she was glad she spotted before
it’d bitch-slapped her…and she assumed there were probably many more coming her
way with equal subtlety. 


It was becoming clear this mission wasn’t about
overcoming obvious challenges, but rather in picking up on the small ones that
could easily go unnoticed. Warning herself to be extra observant, Jyra took off
back up through the treetops then accelerated heavily until she could feel the
tug of the air against her helmet and torso and held that velocity. The bike
could go faster, but the last thing she wanted was to get knocked off it by the
turbulence and fall down through the forest only to go on a multiple mile hunt
for the bike that would cut thrust and coast to a stop when her hands left the
controls.


And anti-grav craft had a
tendency to coast a really long ways before coming to a stop…not to mention
this bike didn’t have a homing beacon, so all around it was better to keep it
fast, but not too fast.


Jyra got through three more locations before calling
it quits and setting up camp. Each was different, with one going so far as to
have her climbing through the snow in the treetops to find a case that had a
vague beacon that was highlighting a region rather than a point. It took her
more than two hours to find it, and had she not been wearing armor she would
have been frozen stiff by that point crawling across branches that held the
snow aloft and even having to dig tunnels through some of the deeper sections.


She fell four times, counting on a branch to be there
then finding a way to slip through where she thought her body would catch. If
there was an easy way to find that one she missed it entirely and ended up
slipping into her blanket sleeve more frustrated than tired. In each of the
boxes, though, there were bits and pieces of supplies, which gave her the
impression that this mission was going to last long beyond this current
scavenger hunt.


Taking that into consideration she decided to pull
back on her pace a bit and work through the upcoming waypoints with a bit of
ease rather than urgency. Knowing that these challenges were more brain oriented
than combat, she told herself to take the advantage of the lack of schedule and
work in some down time…else she’d go crazy with frustration at not being able
to find these damn boxes in any predictable manner.


She’d gotten in a brief workout before heading to
sleep, going for a run outside of armor and doing some flexibility drills out
in the snow as long as she could stand the cold, then warming up inside and
doing some mediation work to further cleanse her mind enough that she could get
to sleep without running things through her head nonstop. Without the long runs
to drain her of energy she needed the release of the workouts, not to mention
to maintain her fitness levels, which were going to take a significant hit if
this mission dragged on as it was with her riding the speeder and not doing
much more than looking around and small activities like digging and crawling. 


Tomorrow…which would actually occur at night…she was
going to start with a workout then head off to the next waypoint, hopefully do
three or four then set up camp again and rest/train for a few more hours and
continue splitting it up in that fashion going forward. If she tried to plan
out a timetable going forward she was going to get frustrated, for these
waypoints were meant to keep things unpredictable. 


In order to counter that she had to let go of
expectations and just play it out as events progressed. Not what she wanted to
do initially, thinking of this mission as partially a race, but an Arc Commando
had to adapt more than other soldiers, and to be prudent she stopped assuming
there would be a finish to this mission and prepared herself for an unending
one…which meant she had to sustain herself through training and supplies, to
which end she began rationing her ambrosia usage, having a gut feeling that she
was going to be maneuvered into a situation where she’d potentially be forced
to run out and have to face that headache as well. 


A little prudence now could possibly circumvent that,
and she’d rather run low now and work through partial doses rather than have
none at all later.


Then again she could just be getting paranoid, and
that was yet another part of this mission, she was sure. Not knowing what was
coming didn’t allow you to prepare for it, so it was left to guesswork and
improvisation…both of which were unpredictable. 


“Live in the moment,” she whispered to herself as her
head hit the inflated pillow, “and be ready for anything.”


For now that meant getting to sleep, so she put all
other concerns out of her mind and slipped off into blissful rest, grateful to
have a warm structure to sleep in rather than roughing it in her armor.
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Jyra slid the last component into the plate-sized disc
that she’d been assembling from all of the puzzle pieces and immediately saw
the thing light up with power. Three gold lights appeared along with a
countdown timer of 2:28. Frowning with both uncertainty and displeasure, the
Commando realized this was another test and that she’d probably only get one
shot at it. There were only three buttons on the entire device, each of which
sat below the lights, so she pressed one and received a small hologram of a
rotating triangle. Recognizing it as a prompt to level the device, she put the
disc down on the ground and the triangle disappeared, immediately replaced by a
foot and a half tall image of a metal skeleton.


“Oh no,” she moaned as it remained motionless. After a
few seconds of it doing nothing she pressed another button that removed the
hologram but put nothing in its place. Seeing the countdown continue, she
didn’t have time to think it over so she pressed the third button and a
holographic map appeared marking a series of locations. 


On impulse she brought up her helmet’s empty map, save
for the now useless waypoints, and aligned it with what she was seeing before
placing new waypoints of her own at approximately the same spots as the map
indicated, leaving her with 26 seconds remaining. Jyra hit the other buttons
again, bringing back the metal skeleton and removing it with the ‘empty’
button. She tried a few combinations but got nothing new, then tossed the disc
away from her and stepped behind a tree.


A moment later it exploded with energy, a bit of which
hit her arm that hadn’t gotten tucked in behind the trunk. She felt a slight
tingle of stun energy, then her armor pulled it out of her body and returned
her limb to full functioning status, but armor or no, had she been holding that
device when it went off she would have been rendered unconscious.


Jyra walked out of cover and looked at it, still lying
on the ground where she had left it but with the three lights now gone. She
assumed it was dead, and knew from previous examination of the pieces that it
contained nothing of use, but something in the back of her mind said to take it
with her. She had no obvious reason to do so, but if she ended up needing it
later she didn’t want to have to spend hours or days searching the forest for
this position. 


It wasn’t going to fit in her pack, and worried that it
might contain a hidden transmitter she decided to simply put a waypoint on this
position on her map and leave the device where it lay. If it turned out she did
need it later she’d know where to come to, assuming no one was out here and
came to mess with it. That metal skeleton was a message, telling her that she
was now going to be hunted and that her mission was to avoid capture. She also
figured the stun blast was a way of giving her hunters a head start and she was
glad she had gotten behind the tree when she did. 


But there was still the matter of that second button.
It had done nothing, but it did cancel the other two, as if it was supposed to
be doing something…or was doing something that she didn’t see.


“I bet they had me transmitting my position,” she said
in disgust, knowing that she had to get moving quickly. Investigating the points
on the map was a priority, but getting out of here soon was paramount. She
didn’t want to lose the speeder just yet, but it was almost out of charge and
none of her supply drops had had any additional batteries or a portable
recharger in them. She could cannibalize her personal power supply to run the
speeder for a short while, but she didn’t want to give up her living
accommodations just yet, so she was going to preserve that power supply unless
she ran into a pinch.


“Doing it to myself again,” she said as she ran over
to the speeder that she’d parked a kilometer away before retrieving the last
component from a box hidden in a camouflage blind that she’d only managed to find
by tripping over it. She’d spent some 3 hours looking and had wanted to set up
camp again, but she couldn’t here and maybe not at all going forward if what
was after her was what she thought.


It could be trainers, but odds were they were drones,
fitting in with this being a solitary test…and she bet there were going to be
more of them than she had shots in her pistol for. 


Jyra hopped on her speeder and took off, easing back
up through the trees and into the clear air then heading towards one of her new
waypoints, knowing that she wasn’t going to get even close to it, for it was
located some 149 miles off, but fortunately all of them were clustered around
that region within a radius of 20 or so miles. She hadn’t had time to study it
intently, but intended to get as much distance out of her speeder as possible.


She kept searching the horizon looking for trouble
headed her way, both from ahead and behind her, but nothing showed up during
her 34 mile stint that ended with the warning light flaring, indicating that
she was almost out of power. She ignored it and got another 2 miles in before
the safety mechanisms activated and gradually dropped her down into the trees
against her will…which sent her ramming into snow drifts and branches alike for
a few seconds before all power went out and the speeder became a dead weight
that got jammed on a thick branch before it could punch through the canopy and
hit the ground.


“Worth,” she declared, forcing aside branches and
crawling out of the gentle crash. Once free she jumped down to the ground and
immediately began running, wanting to put some distance between herself and the
speeder just in case it was being tracked. She made it some 12 miles before
needing to stop and rest, with her setting up her tent-like building and establishing
her defensive perimeter before taking a quick tingle shower, eating, and
forcing herself to get to sleep…but this time she kept her armor on, save for
her helmet, which she had beside her at arm’s reach along with her pistol.


She expected to wake up into a mess of trouble, but
Jyra knew better than to try to go without sleep, and not setting up camp would
be just as bad as being forced to flee and lose it, so knowing that she could
rough it in her armor alone if needed, she’d decided to go ahead and make use
of the heated interior and luxuries while she had them rather than to go
without out of fear. That sort of self-induced punishment would fit this
mission perfectly, and she didn’t feel like indulging her own discomfort.


The armor was cushioned interiorly, but it was by no
means the equivalent of her blanket sleeve. That said, she wasn’t going to risk
getting caught outside her armor, for it would take too long to put it back on
even if she got a perimeter warning first. However the point was moot, because
when her alarm woke her it wasn’t the danger version, but rather the time
elapse she had programmed. She woke quickly and cleared her head, realizing
that she’d gone the entire 7 hours without incident.


Not trusting her luck, she pulled her helmet on and
grabbed her pistol, slipping outside and having a look around before shrugging
and heading back inside to relieve herself, melt and store some water, and grab
a bite to eat before packing up and heading off again. Through it all she kept
wondering what exactly was chasing her and if they were out there actively
looking or waiting for her to get to the region where the waypoints were.


If they wanted to track her it wouldn’t be hard once
they stumbled across her trail. The speeder had avoided any footprints from the
site of the message/stun bomb, but from the landing site on, the snow was
leaving too good of tracks for anyone to miss. Unfortunately that couldn’t be
helped unless she wanted to try and lose pursuit by climbing up into the trees
and traveling from branch to branch for a bit, but that would take forever and
only get her a short distance…and there was no guarantee they wouldn’t pick up
her new trail again, so she just decided to move on as she normally would and
wait for the first sign of trouble before deciding what to do.


Knowing that if/when the hunters got to her she was
going to be unable to rest, she took short running sessions and longer breaks,
almost taunting the enemy to attack her. If they didn’t then she’d get rested
up. If they did then she’d get to see who or what was after her well before she
got to the waypoints and whatever trouble they represented.


But nothing came for her, and while she counted that
as good fortunate it also worried her. Something was in the works, and Jyra
preferred knowing what it was and combating it rather than waiting for it to
jump her unexpectedly. 


Three days later, when she was approaching within a
few miles of the first of the destination waypoints, knowing that she was going
to have to look around a lot since she didn’t have a precise, to the meter,
position on them, a buzzing sound began to approach from in front of her…then a
moment later she realized it was coming from every direction. Slipping out her
pistol into her left hand she stopped running and fell silent, listening and
looking for the source.


She didn’t have to wait long before movement to her
left caught her eye and a miniaturized spark drone appeared through the tree
trunks…followed by another, and another, and who knew how many more, for Jyra
didn’t stay put and sprinted off in a random direction. When she came up on
another of the floating devices she fired a plasma lance directly into it and
it agreeably dropped to the ground with the single hit. A full Spark-class drone would take a whole lot
more damage, but this baby version clearly wasn’t designed the same. She’d
never seen this version before but guessed they held weaponry even if they
lacked shields and she didn’t want to linger around long enough to find out.


Unfortunately the four others nearby didn’t let her go
so easily, firing off pink stun blasts and catching her in the upper right arm
and lower left leg as she ran, though many more shots missed due to her agility
and the tree trunks that got in the way. Her form got sloppy, but between the
glancing hits, her armor absorbing and then soaking the energy that got through
it back out of her body, Jyra managed to stay on her feet and running until her
left foot suddenly gave out.


She tumbled to the ground, with her pack luckily
having been latched on otherwise it would have been sheared off. Next thing she
knew a metallic little quadruped resembling a gopher ran into her helmet and
she heard/felt another stun blast. Thankfully most of her face wasn’t touching
the inside of the helmet and the energy was dissipated around her head save for
a patch on top. Her forehead went numb, but her arm swung accurately and
punched the little thing off her before it could deliver another jolt.


Jyra climbed to a knee and shot another one of the
things before jamming her numb leg into the ground and feeling some sensation
return. She knew she hadn’t taken a full hit thanks to her armor, but the
slowing effect was bad enough as she limped a single, broken step that turned
into a repetitive, ugly stride that gradually smoothed out as she spent most of
her pistol’s ammunition on keeping a few of the little machines off her and
downing two more of the floating spheres before most of her running gait
returned and she was able to get moving at decent speed.


That kept most of the machines off her, but as she
stole glances behind at the sound of the persistent buzz she saw that the mini
sparks were keeping pace with her, but apparently not firing until they got a
decent shot. Weaving between trees as she was they wouldn’t be able to
accomplish that until they were right on top of her, and at the moment there
were none of the little critters nipping at her feet, but she didn’t have time
to take a thorough look at the ground and assumed they were following as well.


Forcing herself to try and outrun them, she sprinted
as much as her foot would allow and eventually outpaced them as her feeling
returned, though the pins and needles only added to her stumbling until she
eventually beat them into submission and had her full range of motion back.
Knowing that stopping was a really bad idea she ran on, outdistancing her
pursuit and hearing the buzz diminish while another source grew louder to her
right. Veering away from it she ran and ran, finding more sources that kept following
her.


It couldn’t be heat tracking, for her armor blocked
her body’s infrared glow. It could be auditory or motion, but the denseness of
the forest should let her get away from that eventually, for with the snow
under her feet she wasn’t making much noise and even she couldn’t see the
pursuit behind her when she glanced back. It could just be her imagination, but
she had the feeling they had an advantage on her and she was quickly running
through the available options of how that could have been engineered.


A spotter up top couldn’t see through the trees most
of the time, but it was possible. There could also be tracking devices imbedded
in the forest in this region, but that would have meant a whole lot of them out
here because they didn’t know exactly where she was going to travel through.
Beyond that she didn’t think…


Jyra had a flash of insight and a sinking feeling in
her gut, then used a mix of audible, blink, and mental commands to search
through her limited HUD options. There was nothing on the map save from the
waypoints and she had no connectivity to the planetary battlemap, but that
didn’t mean this armor’s operating system was any different from the others.


Digging into the options on the run was slow going,
but she managed it without running into any trees or tripping over rocks as she
checked out her hunch.


“Son of a bitch! I hate you guys…” she said,
deactivating her helmet’s transponder that had been sending out a tracking
signal. As soon as she did that Jyra took a hard left and ran perpendicular to
her previous course, hoping to shake the pursuit behind her. She didn’t stop to
try and hide, not sure if the signal had been the only way they’d kept on her
scent, but with the other groups around she had to zig and zag
quite a bit before she got away from that incessant buzzing.


But still she didn’t stop, running away from the
region she was tasking to travel to and just putting distance between her and
the machines before eventually allowing herself to rest and taking up position
behind a thick tree while she waited and watched. Jyra stayed there for more
than 20 minutes before finally allowing herself to sit down and dig into her
HUD options again, pulling up the log and finding that the transponder had been
activated days ago at approximately the same time she’d completed the disc.


“That stupid button turned it on…I did it to myself
again!” she said inside the confines of her helmet, then forced herself to
stop. Without instructions the only way to figure out what to do was to
experiment, and not pressing all the buttons would have led her nowhere. There
was a lesson in this, she realized, and it was that there wasn’t always a clear
cut solution to follow. No protocol to trust in. Jyra had to take action and
deal with the consequences, for staying put and doing nothing was a road to
nowhere. When inaction wasn’t an option, well, she was just going to have to
play things by ear and dig herself out of whatever trouble she got into.


Jyra didn’t like that, but this mission was showing
her the hard way that the odds of her guessing right and having a ‘clean’ run
were laughable. She had to be a scrapper, and mentally kicking her own ass was
only going to slow her down. The trainers had set up this ambush and she’d
fallen for it, and would probably fall for more to come. If she could avoid a
few it would be by prudence and luck, but when she did fall for one she had to
act quickly and adapt. Self-recriminations wouldn’t help, and in truth she
hadn’t made a misstep, for that would require her having known or been told at
some point what to do, and in this situation she was flying completely blind.


“Live, learn, and move on,” she reminded herself, but
for the moment she just pulled her helmet off and sucked air, letting her body
cool down what heat wasn’t being dissipated by the internal regulation systems
as well as testing a theory as to whether or not the machines could track body
heat. 


A few minutes later when the buzzing started again and
grew rapidly stronger she had her answer, with Jyra putting her helmet back on
again and running off out of range and into a wide circle that eventually put
her back on course towards the waypoints and whatever lovely surprises they
held for her.
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Jyra dropped the final prize in her scavenger hunt on
the tabletop in front of her Archon instructor, her body still covered in her
white armor but with her helmet tucked under her right arm and a slight breeze
carrying in fresh snowflakes through the open doorway to the forest outside.


“For the record,” she said with a stern look on her
face. “I hate you.”


“Have some trouble?” San-1299 said innocently.


“Psshh,” Jyra said, closing
her eyes and shaking her head. 


“Learn anything?”


“Quite a bit, thanks.”


“You’re welcome,” he said, sitting in a chair within
the small modular firebase that had been dropped into this section of forest. 


“How did you know I’d be here if you weren’t
monitoring me?” she asked as the slowly falling precipitation outside blew in
past her sweat-dampened hair and stuck in a few places.


“Perimeter scans. I only got here half an hour ago.”


“Hmmn…are we done, or is
this just another waypoint?”


“This mission is complete, but you are far from done,
Trainee.”


“How’d I do on time compared to the others?”


“Time isn’t a measurement on this one, simply
completion.”


“But how did I compare?”


San looked up at her from his sitting position. “18th
overall, but if time had been an element I believe the others would have gone
faster.”


“Just curious as to how much trouble they had.”


“That I can’t tell you. We don’t monitor you, so
unless you feel like telling stories, what happened to you out there is
something only you know.”


Jyra leaned forward, setting her helmet on the table
and propping her torso up on both extended arms. “So no one was controlling
those little droids…or whatever they were?”


“Automation only.”


“You’ve programmed them well then.”


“They’ve been in the works for a while now, first
designed to test the trailblazers in a special Trial. Since then we’ve found
other uses for them.”


“You cleaning up the playground or leaving the ones I
trashed out there?”


“The ones that are active will be recovered, along
with anything else we spot, but we’re not searching miles of forest to pick up
pieces.”


“Sloppy. And I will note that I found one of your
earlier pieces with my boot.”


“If you didn’t see it that’s your fault. Plenty of
rocks out there too.”


“It was buried in snow,” Jyra said in disgust, but she
knew he was right. “It’s gonna get cluttered out there
eventually.”


“If we had hundreds of thousands of trainees coming
through it’d be a concern, but so far we’re only through a few hundred and this
program is already 22 years old.”


“Funny. No one’s ever mentioned that before.”


“You’re training to become the elite of the
elite…outside of the Archons anyway. Not even Arc Knights are being given the
range and depth of training and responsibility that you are, if you complete
the program.”


“Oh? I thought we were pretty much carbon copies.”


“Not at all. The Arc Knights have become public
knowledge, more or less. The particulars, which you’ll learn about later, they
don’t know, but their role is as limited as the Knights. They’re meant to
dominate hand to hand combat, and the Arc Knights do so in much greater effect.
You’re being trained to fight in a myriad of other ways, often quiet ways,
which is why the few Arc Commandos out there now are active ghosts and we
intend for it to stay that way. That’s why you get no special armor, whereas
the Arc Knights do, color-wise anyway.”


“So you’re saying they’re just mega bruisers?”


“They’re smart mega bruisers.”


“And they didn’t have to go through this kind of
bullshit scavenger hunt?”


“Nope. How are your food and ambrosia levels?”


“I’m alright.”


San nodded. “Some of the others came in on rationing.
Two came in with nothing left and in not so good condition, but they chose to
stick it out rather than hit the emergency transponder.”


“Would they have gotten a second chance if they did?”


“Let’s just say their course to becoming Arc Commandos
would have veered down another path. You don’t get a second shot at this
course…and you will never mention it to anyone else, save for other Arc
Commandos that have already completed it. Understood?”


Jyra nodded.


“Just know, that this mission was a solitary affair,
so you might want to keep what happened to yourself.”


“Why?”


“If you want to become an Arc Commando you need to get
comfortable with keeping secrets from everyone else except yourself…and not
because the rest of us are untrustworthy. We have to be able to trust one
another, from the trailblazers down to the newest tech. But the thing with
trust is that we don’t have to check up on each other. Like this mission, you
will be entrusted to keep secrets of your own in order to aid Star Force. What
they are only you will know, but it’ll be a backup in case we’re compromised
someday.”


“Compromised? Are you talking technologically or
traitors?”


“Both, though the latter should never happen. That
said, we can never be sure. Take off your right glove.”


Jyra raised an eyebrow but did as told, disconnecting
the armor piece and laying it on the table.


San raised his own hand. “With Archons you will learn
that a handshake is more than a gesture. Take my hand.”


“Going to let me in on one of your tricks?”


“Just one,” San said, feeling her moist hand within
his. “I want you to think of an alphanumeric sequence 4 digits long of your
choice.”


There was a moment of silence, then San looked her in
the eye and said aloud. “H93C.”


Jyra went wide-eyed. “What the hell? You can read my
mind?”


San released her hand and waved his own fingers in the
air before her. “It requires flesh to flesh contact for Humans, but with other
races we can do it remotely so long as we’re not too far away.”


“How?”


“That’s a secret we will keep for now, but know that
there are other races out there that can do the same. Fortunately none near the
ADZ, but we know of at least one within the Nexus that has telepathic powers,
and the Preema also have considerable ability in this area, to what extent
we’re still not fully sure. I can tell you that it depends on the strength of
the individual, and that the ‘power’ responds to training like other things.”


“You’re afraid of someone compromising security by
being brain scanned?”


“It’s not a big worry at the moment, and Humans have
some blocks that only allow flesh to flesh connections. That won’t protect the
other races in Star Force, but we don’t think the Preema or the Dsevmat have
touch telepathy. That should make Humans immune, and there are other ways to defend
your mind, but the best defense is the person being interrogated not having the
information in the first place.”


“Doesn’t exactly fit with the free flow of information
that Star Force operates on.”


“We’re not going to start keeping people in the dark,”
San assured her. “But there are already some secrets we have that even a
Commando of your rank doesn’t know. It’s not even those I’m referring to when
I’m referencing trust, but rather things that you will create going forward.”


“Create?”


“How do you feel when you’re depleted of ambrosia?”
the Archon asked, seeming to change subjects.


“Not good,” Jyra admitted.


“Incapacitated?”


“Reduced,” she offered instead.


“Then if someone could destroy our ambrosia supplies
we would be…reduced, and at a disadvantage. Unless someone hid a small stash
that no one else knew about.”


San saw a spark of understanding in her eyes.


“That’s what I mean by trust. Arc Commandos will be
trusted, encouraged, even expected to operate off the grid. It’s not a betrayal
of oversight, for those who are trustworthy don’t require oversight. If we all
know where everything is, then one of us being compromised, or even turning
traitor, allows our enemies a battlemap. But if there are elements they do not
know exist, or perhaps even do not expect to exist, they are at a disadvantage
similar to what you just experienced on this mission.”


“I can only prepare for what is before me or what I
know is out there,” Jyra translated. “Everything else I have to wait to deal
with until it ambushes me.”


San raised a warning finger. “It’s not a matter of
deception, not regarding other Star Force personnel. Trusting you means I don’t
pry, and vice versa. Some people erroneously believe that trust means having no
secrets, but in truth, trust means being comfortable with someone having
secrets and having no worries about them betraying you. Secrets can be weapons,
the more powerful my friends are the stronger Star Force becomes.”


“I get what you mean, and understand the significance
of it, but other than playing packrat what do you have in mind for us to do?”


“Arc Commandos are given codes, some of which you are
already learning to use, that will allow you to bypass security measures and go
where you like. There will also be specialized equipment that Regulars don’t
get, and some very specialized toys made specifically for Arc Commandos. But
all of that isn’t the point. You have to learn to be sneaky on a regular basis,
but to do so without disconnecting yourselves from the rest of us. Your ability
to function as a team cannot be hindered. You have to learn how to switch from
being a teammate to a rogue unit in a fraction of a second. It has to become a
secondary mode that you can slip into, but the only way to train that skill is
internally. We can’t train you to do that, or a lot of other stuff that Arc
Commandos are mandated for.”


“So we each have to customize ourselves?”


“All people do, warriors more than others, and Arc
Commandos even more so.”


“I’ve noticed something before, but didn’t think until
now to ask. Why don’t you refer to us as soldiers?”


“I’m not a soldier. Neither are you.”


“I’m not?”


“Not if you’re in this program, no. Ideally no one
within Star Force is, though that’s only partly true. What do you think a
soldier actually is?”


“Someone who fights in an army.”


“That’s one definition…a simplistic one. Shut the
door, it’s getting cold in here.”


Jyra turned around and hit the button on the inside of
the door frame, with the view of the outside falling snow being eclipsed by the
sliding panel.


“What a soldier actually is,” San explained, “is a
hybrid. Take a normal person under the instruction of a warrior and the warrior
passes on knowledge through instruction and training that the normal person
would never have been able to accomplish on their own. Not because of a lack of
time or resources, but because they don’t have an intuitive mind. They’re copy
cats, people who grow strong from training but have no idea what they’re doing.
They follow instructions but do not know how it is affecting them. I can write
workouts for other people because I understand training. The people who do
those workouts probably won’t, but by using my knowledge they gain power that
they otherwise would never have achieved.”


“Then a warrior is…?”


“Someone who can self-navigate. All Commandos can to
some degree, you’re not mindless machines following protocol and nothing else,
which is why you’re part soldier, part warrior. Archons are full warriors, as
are Arc Commandos.”


“Because we can operate off the grid without instructions.”


“Exactly. Soldiers are created by militaries.
Militaries are created by warriors. Star Force doesn’t utilize traditional
soldiers, like the lizards or Skarrons or hundreds of other races do. We
recruit and encourage people to think, and if you can’t do that at least
partially you don’t make the cut. That’s why Archons don’t usually refer to
anyone within our military as soldiers.”


“We’ve always used that term as a matter of pride.”


“How so?”


“It separates us from the useless civilians…well, useless
as far as combat. Techs aren’t useless. And technically the lazy ass
freeloaders serve to increase the population, but being a soldier is a huge
responsibility and honor. In a firefight we can’t rely on others to aim our
weapons or micromanage our movements. We have to think on our feet and act
quickly and effectively, else we’re probably going to get injured or killed. So
I guess I’ve always thought of ‘soldiers’ as your definition of ‘warriors.’”


“Then I would amend your definition to include that soldiers
operate partially within a framework that connects them to other soldiers,
gives them missions, and takes a portion of the thinking process out of the
equation. Warriors can and do fight in this manner, but they can also step away
from it at will where a soldier cannot. If a trailblazer is commanding a naval
fleet from within a nexus I trust they know what they’re doing and will follow
their cues, which allows me to be more efficient in my tasks by taking some of
the thinking involved and having another do it for me.”


“But if Arc Commandos operate off the grid,” Jyra
said, making the full connection, “we have to do all the thinking, planning,
and reacting ourselves. We can’t rely on anyone else.”


“And you have to thrive in that environment, not simply
survive it.”


“And this mission was to prod those warrior circuits
within me?”


“You can’t learn to improvise from others, or by
studying. You have to grow through experience…hence we’re giving you an
opportunity for that.”


“Without monitoring us to see if we’re succeeding?”


“You made it here, therefore you succeeded. How you
did it is immaterial. Each Arc Commando will develop tendencies and skills.
You’ll share some with each other, if you choose, and some you’ll develop
exactly the same by coincidence. But having everyone operate in exactly the
same way makes you predictable, and we don’t want that. Letting each of you
develop individually, somewhat in secret, makes you more effective. It also
allows you to discover new ways of doing things, which perhaps aren’t the best,
but if you followed a protocol you wouldn’t experiment and discover them.”


“So chaos is our friend in this?”


“In the learning process, yes. The bulk of your
training over the next year, if you can handle it, will be split between
individual drills like this and a lot of co-op with one or two others. Arc
Commandos aren’t just soloist, we want you to excel in small team functions as
well, but do not get a team identity stuck in your head. You can share what you
learn with each other, and we encourage you to, but you have to be able to be a
rogue and a teammate at the same time with your peers. That’s not easy to do,
even harder to explain, and it’ll be your ultimate hurdle to completing your
training.”


“I have no idea how to do both simultaneously,” Jyra
admitted.


“Most don’t at this stage. You have to develop both
independently of each other before you can try and meld the two. It’s not
something you pick up quickly, but we’ll be giving you a lot of headaches to
learn from. Unless you gain the skills you won’t complete the final
missions…but how you go about doing it is always up to you. One thing that
you’re probably already aware of is that there are never any guarantees, and
the missions going forward are going to emphasize that.”


“Oh goodie,” Jyra said sarcastically.


“Reality can hit harder than you think, especially in
subtle ways. We’re giving you training sufficient enough to give you a taste of
that. Going easy on you wouldn’t do you much good.”


“When this is all done and over with I might agree
with you, but for right now I’m still pretty sure I hate you.”


San smiled. “That means the training is working.”

















 


 

6



 


 

May 4, 2897


Epsilon Eridani
System


Corneria



 

Jyra held her inverted pose, hands steady on the floor
and the blood rushing to her head being kept in check by years of training and
prep to her body enough for her to actually be able to meditate while in the
handstand. Right now she was in a good place, having cleared her mind and
feeling the stress from the morning workouts and the mission the previous day
seeping out as only a mediation would allow. 


The trick was to remain active on a low level
mentally, but not so deep that you fell asleep…which was why Jyra preferred the
handstand, which made it impossible to nod off while one was keeping their
balance, though at the moment it almost felt like she was anyway. If she stayed
like this more than 40 minutes her head would start to pound and the inverted
state would begin to get to her, but with each session that she did her elapsed
time would increase, and had been doing so ever since her third year as a
Commando when she finally learned to do a proper handstand that wasn’t
requiring her constant concentration to hold.


Since then it’d become natural, though gravity still
eventually won out and her insides would begin to complain at the inversion,
but right now she had just enough tension in her body to maintain her form and
simultaneously structure her mind enough that it gelled into a neutral state
where she was listening to what was around her without making any noise,
outside or inside her mind, and being an observer rather than a driver of
events.


After a few more minutes she heard someone else enter
the exclusive training area reserved for the Commandos invited to attempt the
program, of which she was very near to completing. A few more weeks and she’d
be at her final trial, but for today and tomorrow she was on a pure training
block that was her responsibility to fill. At this level no one told her what
workouts to do, for no one knew her body better than her and what it needed at
this moment. Training was a way to customize oneself into what you wanted, and
the only person that could truly do that for her was herself. Back in her
maturia days the workouts had been provided so they’d get the benefits even if
they didn’t understand what they were doing, but ever since entering this
program she’d never been told to do so much as a pushup…rather given blocks of
time such as this to work on her core fitness. The scheduled sessions were always
new skill related, or for testing.


Jyra heard someone else join the six of them that were
in the gymnasium, but this set of footsteps headed her way and seemed to stop
nearby her empty corner where she was paralleling a wall without touching it.
She opened her eyes slowly, then saw an upside down version of Keith standing
in front of her.


“Need something?” she asked, holding the pose but
mildly upset by the disturbance. 


“You’re close to the end, aren’t you?”


“So I’m told.”


“How tough does it get?”


“Dude, I’ve told you before I can’t give away mission
secrets.”


“I know that…and that’s not what I’m asking.”


“Then what are you asking?”


“Do you think I’ll make it through?”


Jyra sighed and gave up on her meditation, extending a
foot back to the wall and kicking off and collapsing over into an upside down
‘V’ that she then stood up from, spinning around to face the slightly smaller
man that was one of the newer faces here. “I have no way of knowing that.”


“But do you see any weaknesses that I should address?”


“Honestly I don’t know you that well.”


“Bull shit. If you’re like the rest of us you’ve
studied the personnel files of everyone else here.”


Jyra raised an eyebrow. “That’s common practice?”


“You’re saying you didn’t?”


“No, it just didn’t come up in any of my previous
discussions. In fact, most of my friends have moved on already.”


“Passed or washed out?”


“I don’t know of anyone who has washed out.”


“Really? I know two who have in the past month.”


“Who?”


“Mark Dalley and Henry Kirshner.”


“Washed out or quit?”


“I…don’t know, for sure. Either way they’re gone and
they didn’t exactly stop by to state their reasons.”


“No one is allowed to talk upon departure. When
someone passes their final trial they’re immediately removed. We know this
going in.”


“What if they fail?”


“Then you wash out and don’t get a second chance.”


“Ouch,” Kevin said, realizing the implications of
that. “Even Archons get a second shot at it.”


“Do they? I never heard more than rumors about their
training.”


“I’ve got a few that are friends. One actually gave me
the referral to this program. She said that if you fail the final Archon trial
you have to start the program all over again with a new class…or quit.”


“Archons don’t quit.”


“I think that’s the point. Making them go through it
all over again to test their commitment. But why the line of no return for us?”


“It makes sense.”


“How so?”


“You’re new, but you’ll get the vibe later in your
training.”


“Vibe?”


“There’s an unofficial moto that’s been passed down
through trainees here. ‘Do or do not. There is no try.’ I’d recommend you keep
that in mind going forward.”


Kevin thought about it for a moment. “How does that
apply to no second chances?”


“You have to find a way to make it happen.”


“That’s counter to everything Star Force stands for,
training wise.”


“No.”


“No? What am I missing?”


“Arc Commandos are meant to be the elite, in ways that
even I’m still learning. None of us are rookies, and we didn’t earn our way
into this program, we were invited. I think the Archons are looking for people
with special aptitudes and this training is meant to confirm those picks and
enhance what we’re doing naturally. That’s pure speculation, but it’s been
echoed by a few others that have come before me.”


“I thought everything could be trained, eventually?
That’s why even the Archon tests can be taken an infinite number of times.”


“And yet those that do keep taking it over and over
again don’t seem to ever make it.”


“I have no idea. Where did you hear that?”


“San. I asked him why we were chosen rather than
tested, and he said they had an eye for talent that precluded the need for
public testing…which would also defeat the purpose of keeping us a
pseudo-secret. He said those who became Archons usually passed the test the
first time, then mentioned something about ingenuity being difficult to
measure, and if you can’t measure it you can’t train for it.”


“So why do they allow the extra testing?”


“I asked him that too. He said it was in case they
were wrong and missed someone the first time.”


“That could apply here as well.”


“We didn’t come here untrained. Archons typically go
in raw.”


“Some don’t.”


“And for some reason those late comers don’t end up
setting records.”


“San tell you that?”


“No. I did some checking of my own.”


“You have access to Archon records?”


Jyra winked at him as she turned to the right and
knelt down to pick up her water bottle. She stood up, took a long swig of it, then looked back at Kevin. “If you want some advice, I’d say
stop worrying about prepping for anything specific and just try to be as well
rounded in your skills as possible. They’re not going to tell you what’s
coming, so there’s no point in running the possibilities through your head
nonstop. Took me a while to learn that. Best to keep your mind empty until you
have something current to chew on.”


Kevin frowned. “Weren’t we trained as Commandos to
think ahead?”


“If you have something to work with. If you’re going
in blind the mental games are just a waste of time.”


“And they keep us blind this entire program?”


“As far as I’ve come, yes.”


“Why?”


“I know now…and you will too, at the end.”


“That’s not helpful, but it is enticing.”


“While you’re here, could I entice you into some
sparring?” Jyra asked, letting go her mediation and choosing to move on.


“Fair enough since I interrupted you.”


She put her hands on her hips. “Well if you put it
that way, never mind.”


“No, no…you misunderstand. I’m the rookie here,
obviously, and I’d like to help out the experienced ones if I can rather than
being a drag. San said I should ask for help and advice, but I’d prefer more of
a two way street.”


“We all do, so don’t sweat it. I usually end up
sparring with bots because everyone else is busy, so if you’ve got some time I
could use an opponent that can think.”


“Happy to. How hard do you want?”


“Don’t hold back,” she said, gesturing to an open ring
nearby and walking towards it.


“Um, don’t mean to brag, but my Commando ranking is 18
levels above yours.”


“I know.”


“So you want to get beat up?”


“If you want to help me, give me a challenge.”


“As you wish,” Kevin said, stepping into the ring and
flexing his shoulders a bit. “How do you want to do this?”


“I need some arm work.”


“Alright,” he said, mentally disconnecting most of his
movement options and leg attacks/defenses and prepping himself to go at it with
his upper body only in a series of drills that were competitive, but designed
to test and train reflexes more than determine a winner. “Ready when you are.”



 

Two weeks later Jyra met San at a door in the training
facility that she’d never seen the other side of and hadn’t been able to use
her codes to bypass. She’d spent several hours sneaking around trying to find
out what was behind all the locked doors and this was one of the few that she
could never access…but to her dismay it opened for San simply as he walked up
to it and motioned her to go inside.


She stepped through into darkness, walking into a room
that only had the angular slab of light coming in through the door to guide
her, then it disappeared plunging everything into darkness. A moment later the
lights came on and a solitary pillar stood at the center of the room some 30
meters in front of her in the circular chamber.


“Your final mission,” San said, staying in the small
tunnel between door and wall perimeter, “is to reach the top and retrieve the
object there. You pass when you bring it back and place it in my hand. Clear?”


“Clear as mud,” Jyra answered as she looked around for
potential hazards hidden in the open architecture. “Time limit?”


“Preferably sometime before lunch.”


Jyra rolled her eyes, but San was standing behind her
and couldn’t see. “Anything else you’d like to add?”


“Nope.”


“Wonderful,” she said, standing still and glad she
hadn’t already set off some sort of trap. The floor was solid and flat, or at
least appeared to be. Same went for the walls and ceiling, but the pillar had
grooves in it. Irregular pattern and easy to conceal crap in, but it was the
smoothness that truly concerned her, for she suspected there was something
beneath hidden doors or maybe even camouflaged via holograms out there…yeah,
with so much empty space holograms were probably in use.


Not liking this one bit and knowing that failure would
see her out of the program entirely, she took a small step forward and waited,
getting no response. She took another, again without any reaction and San being
totally silent only made the situation worse. Jyra had no idea where the attack
would come from, but multiple options were flowing through her head as she
thought about what might be here.
There was no proof either way, so all she had to work with was experimentation.


To that end she stood still and pulled her shirt off,
revealing the jog bra she had underneath as she wadded the garment up into a
ball, tying the sleeves together so it wouldn’t unravel in the air turbulence,
then threw it towards the pillar. It sailed in a clean arc and hit the side,
bouncing off lightly to hit the ground nearby where it rolled to a halt without
drawing any reaction whatsoever.


Jyra’s lip curled to the
right in a curious frown. That left her with no option other than walking up to
the pillar and taking her chances, so she took another baby step and proceeded
with that tactic over the next few minutes, taking her precious time and trying
to play this safe…but at the same time knowing from all her training that there
usually wasn’t a ‘safe’ play to make and that she’d just have to wing this
given the lack of data for her to use in order to minimize what were as of now
unseen hazards.


Closer and closer she crept, with every step and lack
of response making her more nervous all the way up to the pillar. She refrained
from touching it and made a slow circle around it, inspecting the grooves
carefully and looking for clues. Nothing appeared to be there, aside from
useful finger and toe holds, but the lines and indents almost looked like a
form of writing. If it said ‘don’t do that’ and she went ahead and did Jyra
would be kicking herself for the rest of her life, so she took her time again
and tried to decipher what she was seeing.


But it was no use, which left her with two options:
keep trying and not rush into a bad situation…or rush into it and avoid
spending forever here looking at something that wasn’t actually text. Either
way it made sense as a way for her to display her stupidity and punish herself,
which was definitely this program’s mojo. One thing she could do was pick up
her shirt, so she walked around to it and retrieved her projectile, but before
putting it back on she stepped back and hurled it up to the top of the 8 meter
high pillar.


She tossed it several times, hitting different
sections, but there was still no response. Eventually she untied it and put it
back on, then walked up to the pillar and hesitated before touching it, half
expecting to get a stun shock from contact. Jyra thought through everything for
the hundredth time, but if there was something for her to figure out here she
was either missing it or was being duped into wasting time prior to climbing
the pillar. She could wait here as long as she wanted chewing on this, for
rushing wasn’t worth screwing this up…but at the same time she would be waiting
here indefinitely if there was nothing to find.


Once again there was no right course to follow, at
least not an obvious one, so she gave herself a few more minutes to think
before she started climbing. When nothing came of it she reached out gently and
touched the pillar with her left index finger…again drawing no reaction.


Jyra bit her lip and committed herself to this,
spotting finger and toe holds a moment before she reached out and got her weight
off the floor, hanging a few inches up as she very slowly began to climb. The
indentations weren’t deep, but they were much easier to manage than some of the
climbing walls she’d been training on. Fortunately she didn’t have to search
minutes for the next hold and could make her way up fairly fast if she wanted,
but the Commando instead decided to take a ponderously long time climbing as
she was looking for any deviation in the pillar or room, for something coming
up behind her when she wasn’t watching would fit just right into this
situation.


Every meter she climbed she grew more nervous, feeling
the moment coming as the distance shrank. When she was hanging directly under
the top she stopped, taking another long look around before finally sliding her
fingertips up on top of the flat cap while holding on firmly with her other
three grip points, expecting to be stunned or attacked in some way that would
toss her off and onto the hard ground below.


When her fingers brushed the top…nothing happened. She
pulled herself up a bit more and got her eye line over the edge, seeing a small
blue orb sitting suspended in a field, either energy or magnetic, but it was
hovering an inch over a slight depression. Now guessing that it was either
protected or would trigger the fireworks when removed, Jyra moved up more and
got her elbow on top before reaching out and waving a hand around the object in
multiple directions, feeling for something invisible. Nothing triggered, so she
bit her lip again, making sure her grip points were solid, then reached out and
grasped the orb.


When her hand hit it she felt a bobble, but otherwise
nothing happened. She held it in place for a moment, then pulled it away while
glancing around. Wanting her hand free she tucked it awkwardly inside her bra,
giving her a third breast, then got her hand back onto the grooves and began to
slowly climb down, expecting something to jump or shoot her and monitoring what
she could see of the walls and floor intently. Stopping just before she reached
the bottom, Jyra extended her left foot out and tapped the floor, half
expecting it to fall out beneath her.


Again, nothing happened and she got the feeling that
she was about to run into an idiot trap just shy of completing the mission. San
had said she had to get it back to him, and he wasn’t walking out to
congratulate her. Nor had he moved from the short walkway, suggesting that the
floor outside, or maybe the airspace, wasn’t safe. She wished there was a way
to smoke out whatever was waiting for her other than using her own body, but
that was a luxury she didn’t have in this situation.


She stepped down onto the floor, hanging onto a pair
of grooves with her hands just in case, but when the floor didn’t disappear
beneath her she began walking around the pillar until she was on a straight
line to San. 


That might not be a good idea. Maybe she had to
approach from a flanking angle to avoid triggering the trap. Damn it, she
wished she had something to work with here, but the chamber was exactly the
same as it had been when she…


No, wait. Something was different. There was a smell
that wasn’t there before. It was faint and coppery, almost undetectable, but it
definitely had not been there before. Jyra didn’t recognize it but thought
fast, wondering what it could be as the scent increased in intensity. She
definitely did not like the feel of this and took another step forward,
thinking hard.


Another step followed but still no response. Feeling
like she was about to walk into a huge trap she continued forward, for the
smell was increasing like a countdown. When she was a third of the way to San
she abandoned the tiny steps and just walked normally, looking down and around
and on her guard as much as she could be. She got to the halfway point and
continued strolling on as the smell increased to the point that it felt like it
was starting to clog her nose.


With the tension in her running at an all-time high
she walked the last few meters and up in front of San who held out his hand.
Glancing right and left she looked for something to attack her at the last
moment, then cringed and pulled out the orb and reached it towards him…


The palm-sized ball landed neatly in his hand and his
fingers curled up around it as she let go.


“Well done,” he said, tossing it into the air
playfully and catching it again.


Jyra frowned. “That’s it?”


San nodded. “What were you expecting?”


“Oh fuck that!” she said, backtracking a few steps and
closing her eyes in vexation before clenching her hands into angry fists and
mentally kicking herself for letting him do it to her again. “What the hell is
this?”


“Your final trial,” he said casually.


“What, climbing that?”


“I said it was your final trial. I never said it would
be hard.”


“Fuck you, San. Do you have any idea…oh, damn it. I
did it all to myself again, didn’t I?”


“Well, you certainly didn’t set any speed records, but
you still completed the mission.”


“So the whole, ‘you only get one shot at this’ was
just a load of bull?”


“No, you did only get one shot. If you can’t climb
that and grab a stupid ball,” he said, tossing and catching it again for
emphasis, “then there’s no way in hell you deserve to be a Commando, let alone
an Arc Commando.”


“I really hate you now.”


“I did nothing.”


“That’s exactly why. You made me kick my own ass
again,” she said, letting a bit of a smile slip. Through it all she hadn’t
missed the fact that she had actually passed, worthless of a final test as this
was.


“Sometimes the mission is a lot simpler than you
think.”


“Final lesson then?”


“If you ever stop learning, then quit and go civie. We have to stay adaptable. Come on then, what are
you waiting for. We’ve got stuff to do.”


“Like what?”


“Like making you an Arc Commando. It’s not just a
title you know.”


“What do you mean?”


“Follow me and find out,” San said, turning and
walking off with the door opening before him again. He left Jyra there until
she jolted out of her angry/happy stupor and jogged a few steps to catch back
up with him as they left the final challenge chamber and its coppery stench,
heading off to who knew where.
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May 6, 2897


Solar System


Earth



 

The mantis Jyra and San were flying in set down on a
pad atop an unremarkable bioharvest facility in Antarctica, with the Commando
eyeing him questioningly.


“Can I talk now?”


San rolled his eyes. “Follow me,” he said as the
boarding ramp opened and the two passengers got out, stepping down onto the
thin layer of snow amidst a storm that was kept back via a bubble shield
covering the landing pads. It was coming down so hard that the few times it had
to be lowered to allow ships to come and go the falling snow had blanketed the
surface. The temperature was frigid regardless, causing the Archon to shiver a
bit when it first hit him, but he walked across the snowy tarmac to the nearest
visible bunker that contained a lift down into the facility.


Jyra walked behind him, wrapping her arms around
herself and wishing she had her armor on instead of a casual uniform, but they
spent no more than 20 seconds outside before stepping through the door and into
a lift shaft that wasn’t much warmer. They traveled down a few levels then a
wall of warm air hit her as they stepped into the facility and San headed off
without saying a word.


“Come on,” she whispered as they passed several
workers. “Tell me something.”


“We’re not here for a snack,” he said, then continued
on through the unfamiliar hallways making twists and turns as if he’d come here
a lot. To her it just looked like a cramped facility maximized for volume
output and turned into a cozy labyrinth as a result. She had no idea what
they’d do in this place, but she had a sneaking suspicion it didn’t involve
food.


Eventually they turned a corner and ran smack into a
guarded checkpoint…with six Commandos in armor standing in front of a closed
door. San put his hand on a scanner that identified him as an Archon mage,
which gave him the authority to bring guests past the doors, though he’d need
to have Jyra logged in as well, so he stepped to the side and pointed her to
the scanner. 


She raised an eyebrow when her ID popped up as a
hologram, similar to San’s, except hers was labeled ‘Arc Commando.’ The guards
exchanged glances with each other, but didn’t say anything. They let them both
pass and San opened the door with a special code that he tapped into a rubrics
cube-like color system. 


“What you see beyond this point doesn’t exist.
Understood?” San asked as he was punching squares with his fingertip.


“Understood,” Jyra said, her curiosity and eagerness
spiking.


The doors pulled open and revealed a personnel lift,
into which the pair walked but San didn’t turn around to face the door. Jyra
mimicked him and kept her back to the guards, then the doors shut and they
began to move, though neither could feel it given the IDF field insulating them
from inertia. Should the lift fall they’d live through a crash…so long as
something spikey didn’t come shooting up through the floor to impale them.


“Where are we going?”


“To the beginning,” San said cryptically. “What you’re
about to see is why Davis began Star Force in the first place, and why we’re in
constant danger.”


“Danger? From the lizards?” she asked, expecting that
not to be right.


“No. They’re pushovers. You, me,
every Human in existence descends from Zen’zat, which are an altered form of
Ter’nat. Zen’zat were never meant to reproduce, so our psionic legacy has gone
dormant over time. I was brought here to wake mine up when I became an Archon,
and the same is true of the Arc Knights. More recently the Arc Commandos have
joined us and a limited number of highly placed civilians. I have dozens of
abilities, but all of us have a basic 7. Yours never developed because they
were genetically inactive. By the end of today that will no longer be the
case.”


The wall in front of them opened into a concealed set
of doors leading them out onto a wide landing platform…save for they were
underground in a very tall chamber, on the other side of which was an angled
wall made of a green/black material that was unlike anything Star Force used
and clashed with the walls and floor halfway up to it, then the footing changed
over to the same material.


“Welcome home,” San said, starting to walk across the
artificial platform built to nestle up against the tiered nature of the huge
structure in order to create a flat plain that stretched off into the distance
so far that Jyra couldn’t see the end of it, but she did see a couple of parked
mechs nearby, both combat models, along with a host of industrial mechs, hover
trucks, and smaller bits of equipment.


“What is this place?” she asked, wide eyed as a group
of workers were shipping Star Force crates in through a gigantic open doorway,
ostensibly from another lift shaft more accommodating cargo traffic.


“Davis found it buried underneath the snow of
Antarctica and began a clandestine excavation project. It’s a massive pyramid
miles wide, built of a technology that we are still trying to master. It’s been
driving our technological progress all these years, but we still haven’t caught
up yet.”


“These Ter’nat built it?”


“No. Ter’nat are a slave race that Zen’zat are pulled
from, then enhanced to function as infantry for a conglomeration of races
called the V’kit’no’sat. Their empire suffered a civil war when one of them
rebelled and it caused the outer border regions to be abandoned. Earth was one
of numerous worlds that held colonies out in what is the wilds as far as the
V’kit’no’sat are concerned,” he said as they crossed from the Star Force deck
plates onto the green/black stone. “A battle was fought here, in which the
rebels won. They trashed the planet and left, but apparently a few Zen’zat were
missed and became our ancestors. Abandoned here and choosing to reproduce
against their mandate.”


“Mandate?”


“Zen’zat serve the V’kit’no’sat as individuals because
the Ter’nat race is considered inferior. When one is upgraded into a Zen’zat,
they are forbidden from reproducing in exchange for the enhancements given to
them. Passing on those enhancements to offspring is a treasonous offense. The
Zen’zat and their offspring would both be killed. If the V’kit’no’sat ever
return to reclaim their lost colony they will kill us all.”


Jyra considered that for a moment, still not fully
understanding but making several connections. The purpose of the Archons and
the military throughout Star Force history now got a thorough revamp in her
mind, leading to the obvious question. 


“Where are they?”


“Most of their empire exists in the galactic core. We
only have outdated maps, but it stretches to cover so much territory that it
makes the Skarron domain look small.”


“Shit,” Jyra said as they approached the doors and a
row of mongooses parked outside.


“Climb on behind me,” San said, sliding onto the
nearest one. “It’ll take forever to get around inside if we walk.”


“Who are these other races that make up the…Vick.”


“V’kit’no’sat,” San repeated as she slid on behind him
and wrapped her arms around his waist. He stared up the mongoose and slowly
wheeled them over towards the huge doors, avoiding the light traffic coming in
and out that kept the pyramid supply lines functioning. “Did the maturias
mention anything about dinosaurs?”


“No, but I’ve heard of them in some video games.”


“The dinosaurs are the V’kit’no’sat. We found their
skeletal remains long before this place. Everyone thought they were primitives,
but in truth they’re superior to Humans.”


“Superior how?”


“Smarter, stronger, sometimes faster, and a whole lot
bigger,” he said as they passed through the doors and Jyra could see the size
of the interior hallways. “Hence the supersized infrastructure.”


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, taking it all
in as San drove them on.


“Nope. And even after eight and a half centuries, with
this place and their database fully at our disposal, we still haven’t caught up
with them tech wise. Psionics, however, we’re a bit more even. We even have a
few advantages that we don’t…or more accurately, the trailblazers do. That’s a
story we’ll get into later. The reason you’re here, in addition to letting you
see all this, is to use the medical tech to give your genetics a scrubbing and
get rid of all the rust. It’ll also enable you to grow the tissues you’re
missing without complications and do so in a matter of seconds. We can’t match
that yet with our own tech, but every year that passes we come closer.”


“So you’re saying we all have dormant superpowers?”


“The basic 7, yes. Upgrades have to be earned through
the unlocking of genetic triggers. You have the potential for those, but the
Archons have figured out how to share them with each other. When I reached
padawan rank I was given a lot of new ones by my mage master. For Arc Knights
and Arc Commandos it’s different, and to be honest we’re not totally sure about
where both will go, but that won’t matter to you for a long time, because
Archons have to be a mid level ranger before they’re
even physically capable of sharing abilities. We’re not supposed to be able to
do it. It’s a glitch we stumbled upon, and yet another reason why the
V’kit’no’sat will kill us on sight.”


“How many people know about this?”


“Every Archon and a lot of upper level personnel.
Pretty much those who need to know and those we trust not to spill the secret.”


“And there haven’t been any leaks in 800 years?” she
asked disbelievingly as San drove them up a ramp next to what looked like oddly
shaped, giant-sized stairs.


“About this site, no. But people know Archons have
powers, even if we never officially confirmed that.”


“Do our allies know about this place?”


“No. And only Humans within Star Force know of it…save
for the Dragons.”


“There are dragons?”


“Long story. And it’s something most Archons don’t
know about either.”


“So you can’t tell me?”


“I can, and will, but there’s a lot for you to absorb
and I don’t want to jump ahead to the details when you’re just learning the
basics. In fact, you’ll know a few things that most lower
level Archons don’t after we’re done, so keep them to yourself.”


“What about other Arc Commandos, or Arc Knights?”


“Arc Commandos you can discuss anything with. Arc
Knights have a different mandate and do not have a full picture. They’re
brought here and let in on the secret when they get their genetic wash, but
their focus is on dominating hand to hand combat. Yours is more
broad in scope and you need to be in the know.”


“Makes your pain in the ass training worth it,” she
said, looking around at what appeared to be a busy city with Human techs and a
few Archons moving about everywhere. “Almost.”


“If it was easy anyone could do it.”


“I’m not going to argue with you today.”


“That’ll be new,” San said, transitioning over to
another up ramp. “The Zen’zat levels are near the top. After you get your
treatment we’ll spend a couple days exploring and get you up to
speed…somewhat.”


“How much danger are we in at the moment?”


“We never know. The V’kit’no’sat are too far away for
us to spy on, and we’ve decided not to try, else we risk revealing ourselves.
We’re basically holding our breath and hoping they don’t show up today, and
it’s been that way ever since day 1.”


“That’s crazy.”


“We don’t have a choice.”


“How far ahead of us are they, military wise?”


“We can scratch them now navally,
and Zen’zat vs Archon is pretty much even, but bottom line is we can’t stand
toe to toe with them and hope to survive. If they come we have to run, and will
probably lose a lot of people anyway.”


“I thought you said we had their database? What’s in
it?”


“Everything. But their tech is so advanced we’re still
trying to figure out the intricacies of it. Now that we have the star forges
we’re making more rapid progress, but we’re not going to get caught up anytime
soon.”


“What’s a star forge?”


“Mining facility that pulls rare materials out of
stars. The V’kit’no’sat weapons and other tech require compounds that we
couldn’t synthesize or mine prior to the star forges’ development.”


“Where are they at?”


“When you get your real codes you’ll be able to fish
that out of our databases. The ones you’ve been using in training were
limited.”


“I get the feeling that Arc Commandos are a bit higher
level than I thought.”


“You’re an experiment,” San said honestly. “What you
become is ultimately up to you. We’re giving you our tools and knowledge with a
much smaller focus. Even though there are only a few hundred of you right now,
and there are over a million Archons, we don’t have enough Archons to
accomplish all we need to. Some of those duties, specifically strike missions, will
be given over to you, but what your eventual incarnation will be is still up in
the air.”


“So you’re basically giving us all the cool toys and
saying ‘impress us?’”


“Pretty much.”


“No pressure,” Jyra said as they passed, or rather
were passed by a group of what she assumed were Archons out of their armor and
running in formation along the traffic flow, then darting off across a huge
cavern that had Star Force buildings set up inside it.


“One step at a time, youngling. And your first step is
getting your basic psionics. After that things begin to get interesting.”


“And this isn’t?” Jyra said, referring to everything
around her.


“Right now you’re the equivalent of a tourist. Once
you get your psionics you’re going to see things in entirely new ways…especially
considering one of them, called Pefbar, allows you to see in every direction
simultaneously.”


“How?”


“It works like a sensor, and there’s no point in
trying to explain it now. You’ll have your own inside the hour.”


“An hour? This treatment works that fast?”


San laughed. “Remember this moment when we discuss
flash growth and ascensions later. Your tissue growth is going to be painless.”


“And yours wasn’t?”


“Like I said, things get interesting, and very
complicated, going forward.”


“I’m game.”


“Good, because you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
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May 12, 2897


Epsilon Eridani
System


Corneria



 

Jyra rode her speeder just above the treetops, save
for these weren’t covered with snowdrifts. While a lot of her field training
had been in the frozen forests of the planet, a few missions had been to the
warmer regions but none had been to the southern hemisphere’s region 3 that she
was now zipping through. The forest was denser here than anywhere else on the
planet and bordered on jungle humidity, making it impossible to fly through the
trees at any speed. 


She couldn’t feel the heat in her armor, but that
wouldn’t be an issue either way today. She was no longer being sent on training
missions, for with her Tier 1 psionics being unlocked and her enlightening tour
throughout the V’kit’no’sat pyramid, her time in the program was at an end.
When she had returned to Corneria it was as a full Arc Commando with a new
assignment.


That assignment hadn’t been spelled out, though San
had insisted that this wasn’t another test. He said she’d get all the
information she needed when she arrived on site, so Jyra had grabbed a speeder
from within one of the cities that ringed the region 3 forest and headed for
the coordinates he’d given her. 


It was a long way to travel, but on a speeder it was
easy enough. A few hours of zipping over the treetops brought her to the upper
third of the unused wilderness area where she saw nothing on the battlemap. Not
a city, building, outpost, or relay beacon. It was called a wilderness area for
a reason, and there was nothing here as far as the interlinked Star Force comm systems could tell, but San had also given her a code
to use at these coordinates, so when Jyra hit the approximate area she typed it
into the speeder’s comm board and transmitted it in a
single pulse.


She got an instantaneous reply, also a single pulse,
that updated her battlemap with a ghost icon…meaning that it wasn’t an active
signal, but a memory of the location the pulse had identified. It wasn’t
exactly matching the coordinates that San had given her but fairly close by and
only took Jyra another 3 minutes to get there.


The Arc Commando slowed to a stop, looking down at the
thick trees and seeing nothing despite sitting directly on top of the waypoint
that was on both her helmet and her comm board. She
sent out the signal again, but this time there was no response. Jyra tried
twice more but nada. The transponder was silent.


“Single use code. Savvy,” she said, looking for a
place to push down through the treetops. There was literally nothing below her,
so she flew off a hundred meters or so to the south and found a nook that she
very carefully lowered her speeder into, finding it a shallow depression rather
than a shaft to the ground. 


“Crap,” she said, not seeing where to go and also not
wanting to just try and break branches that she couldn’t see through the
leaves…or could she?


Concentrating, Jyra was able to turn her new Pefbar on
and see all around her. The sense still freaked her out a bit and only
stretched a couple of meters, but it let her see each and every leaf, including
the branches they were attached to below her. Her mind was overwhelmed with
sensor detail and she couldn’t hold it for long, but she got just enough
information that when she did release it back to her normal senses she knew to
move the bike two meters to the left then depress one.


Jyra sank on her metal steed with a sea of leaves
moving in around her standard issue, dirty white armor as she turned her
spherical sight on again and plotted her next bit of movement…which was forward
a meter and a half, then to the right one. After that her head sank into the
leaves and out of the sunlight, with her continuing to navigate down through
the thick canopy until she finally got her speeder into the void below.


Very little light made it this far down, leaving it
perpetually dark with just a green glow emanating from above like a nightlight.
Aside from a bit of hardy grass there was no underbrush, just tightly packed
tree trunks that looked like toothpicks for their lack of limbs this far down.
Jyra had to move slowly, making constant twists and turns, but she was able to
find enough gaps to fly between the trees and back over to the waypoint.


“Hiding in anonymity, huh?” she said as she parked her
speeder on the ground, deactivating the anti-grav
after extending the landing gear. She slid off the pommel seat and walked a few
steps over to the simple circular hatch just sitting on the forest floor. It
wasn’t camouflaged at all, but it was flat to the ground without so much as a
lip sticking up, meaning you’d have to be standing next to it in order to see
it, and with hundreds of miles of forest to search through, this was pretty
much as hidden as you needed.


Still, Jyra thought you could have covered it with
dirt and left a smaller marker up top.


The newly minted Arc Commando took a knee and slid her
armored fingers into the small lip near the edge, finding an overhang to give
her enough grip to lift the circular plug up a few inches but no further. It
took her a moment to realize it was on a pivot point, then she rotated it
around to expose a short shaft and ladder that bottomed out about 4 meters
below, though she had to use her nightvision to see
that, for the forest was too dark and her Pefbar wouldn’t reach that far.


Jyra stepped over the edge and climbed down the
ladder, leaving the hatch open for the moment, and eventually stepped off into
a small room barely wider than arms’ reach. A glowing marker on the wall was
visible, but only in nightvision, highlighting an
area with a simple circle. She walked over to it and ran her hand along the
wall, finding nothing there. Feeling like this was another test, she used her
knew psionics to look into the wall where she saw a small interior switch.


Jyra bit her lip. Her telekinesis, which the
V’kit’no’sat called ‘Lachka,’ was very hard to use and she had almost no power
in it at all at this point, but apparently the switch had been designed with
that in mind. Using her Pefbar to watch and control the Lachka, she reached
past the solid wall and just brushed the stick-like switch inside. It moved
slightly, but apparently that was enough, for a section of the left wall pushed
inward then transitioned to the side revealing a lit hallway that stretched on
a considerable way before dead-ending.


“Cool,” she said, walking down the very narrow walkway
that would force anyone passing another to scrunch up against the walls. The
ceiling was low too, so much so that a Knight would have to duck down…or a
Zen’zat, for they were the size of Knights. 


When she got to the end of the hall it had a stairway
descending to the right, which she followed down for some distance as it curled
around itself in a boxy corners, eventually dumping her out into a wide room
that had a thick, but open door. It was what one would call a ‘blast door’ but
at the moment it wasn’t attempting to keep anyone out, and considering the two
turrets built into the walls flanking it, she was pretty sure this was a kill
box that could be used in case of attack to defend whatever was beyond this
point, for all she could see was a short hallway leading to what looked like
another dead end.


Jyra walked past the retracted blast door, seeing that
it was about 14 inches thick. Overkill, unless what was down here was really important.


When she came to the end of the hallway there were two
staircases headed off in either direction, but they were only a few steps deep
and allowed her the view of a large room in each. She went right, then realized
that it was actually one giant room that the hallway was blocked from view of. 


There was no one here, but it was definitely meant to
be lived in. There were couches, vid screens, tables, stools, what looked like
a kitchen and storage cabinets. Jyra walked further in, then saw that on the
backside of the stairway ‘T’ was a wall with a holographic scene playing out
from Star Wars, particularly the battle of Nephosis
in episode 19, but when she got within a meter of it the sight of Jedi fighting
off rock monsters disappeared and a real life Commando replaced the fiction.


In front of him were three colored orbs, which Jyra
knew were message prompts. She touched the green one first, for basic
information was usually colored as such.


“Hello, Arc Commando. This facility is what we refer
to as the ‘Nest.’ Archons have their sanctums, we have our nests. This is where
you will do the bulk of your psionic training, though in a pinch you can also
use the sanctums. You have code access, and if a lower level Archon questions
you being there, just show them your psionics and that should confuse them
enough to not bother you. Right now only rangers and above know about Arc
Commandos, so feel free to masquerade as an Archon in order to get your
workouts done in the field that require the special training equipment for your
psionics.”


“But usually we will come to a facility such as this
to do the majority of our training in private. This is where we develop and
hone our skills, as well as share experience and help one another when we cross
paths. The Archons have left instruction manuals on the psionics, but they will
not teach us how to use them personally. They want us to develop them on our
own, tailoring their use to our needs, and perhaps discovering a new trick or
two that we otherwise wouldn’t if we just patterned after them.”


“The bottom line is, this is Arc Commando territory
only. Even the Archons don’t come here and it’s completely off the grid. No
battlemap location, and information is acquired through a landline tap of the
closest cities so there is no signal to trace back here. We’re ghosts here, and
intend to keep it that way, so don’t ever bring guests.”


“Beyond that we are Arc Commandos and charting our own
path. Learn from those that have come before you while also figuring things out
on your own. The Archons didn’t develop their corps quickly, and neither will
we. Patience, persistence, and ingenuity will shape our legion going forward.
Add what you can and welcome to the club.”


The hologram ceased talking, so Jyra hit the yellow
button and the image of the armored man disappeared, replaced by lists of data.
She realized they were an instruction manual of sorts…and 259 pages long. Not
going to sift through that all right now, she pressed the red button and a
holographic schematic of the facility replaced the data, with her realizing
that this room was but the tip of the iceberg. It was as big
or bigger than an Archon sanctum, and from the look of it held numerous
training chambers, some of which were labeled for things that she wasn’t
familiar with yet, though the track and pool were obvious.


“Damn, we’ve got a halo track here?” she said with a
laugh, knowing those were only for individuals too fast to use a standard one.
Jyra zoomed in and out on the map, wondering how the hell they had built this
place without tearing up the forest above. Remembering what the man had said,
she moved around the schematic until she found the landlines, which were buried
cables stretching out in three directions from the facility all the way across
the forest to the bordering cities. 


Which meant someone had dug tiny tunnels across
hundreds of miles in order to keep this place off the map. And now that she
looked at it, the upper coating of the facility was made of sensor dampening
armor, meaning it would be very difficult for orbit or aerial scans to detect
the difference between this place and the bedrock it had been carved out of.


“They certainly threw in all the bells and whistles on
this one,” she said, disconnecting her helmet and tossing it onto a nearby
couch, then thought twice and decided to shed all her armor before she started
to have a look around. The pieces of it ended up on the seat cushions as well,
then Jyra found one of two other entrance/exits to the commons room and began
walking the corridors in her casual uniform, wondering if anyone else was here.



It wasn’t until a few hours later, when she started to
rifle through the more than ample food stores that she found the ‘welcome
button,’ for that’s literally what it was labeled on the wall behind the
holographic Star Wars battle. It was oddly hidden there, for she only saw it
during a few sequences where there were gaps to see through. 


She poked her head behind the active hologram, then
saw a few sentences explaining what it was for. Press the button and a signal
would go out through the entire facility letting them know someone had just
arrived, so she did just that and decided to hang out here until someone came
to her. That said, she knew there were only a few hundred Arc Commandos, so she
wasn’t sure how many there would be stationed here for training.


As she walked over and sat down on the couch, pulling
up the vid feeds from the cities and finding a movie to watch she realized her
speeder was parked up top…and she hadn’t seen any others. With a frown she
walked over to a terminal in the room and began going through the database she
had found earlier looking for some type of hangar, or at least a protocol for
what she should do with it. 


When she couldn’t find anything in the search function
she went back over to the hologram and tried there, rifling through the pages
of instructions that seemed to be for newbs like her.
They weren’t indexed, so she had to go through them line by line and decided to
make an event out of it, for everything she came across seemed to be of
importance. 


Before she found out about ‘parking’ she came to a
section that indicated they had to check in and out of the facility for it was
rarely used. If someone was here a small orb would appear at the top of the
hologram. Jyra let it go back to the Star Wars sequence just to be sure, but
there were no floating orbs on top of it, meaning that she was here alone.


She read a bit more, then found the command that would
log her in. It was another hidden switch underneath the ‘doorbell,’ and when
she flicked it with her Lachka a single orb popped up above the hologram no
matter what setting she was using. Another switch over the doorbell would log
her out and she tried it just to make sure it worked, then logged herself back
in, with it only being a presence indicator rather than an ID. No logs were
kept as to who was here or not, given that this was a clandestine facility.


“Well then,” she said, thinking about what to do next.
There were no instructions about that, and it seemed like she was on her own
from here on out. She decided to finish reading the instructions until she came
across he query, then went back topside to move her speeder inside a
concealment canopy situated half a mile off. Once it was tucked away she headed
back down, closed the hatch behind her, then stripped down to her underware, grabbed some sugar sticks from the pantry, and
laid out on one of the couches and decided to make a movie night of it…both as
a chance to take a rare off day, and to test the nagging feeling in the back of
her mind that she was still being watched and evaluated. 


She didn’t think it was true, but being totally off
the grid and without assignment seemed so odd she needed to poke it with a
stick to make sure it was truly her imagination…and an imitation of laziness
would be the best way to draw a reaction. 


In the meantime she’d just visibly chill, while trying
to work through in her head what her next move would be. If she really was
alone and free to do whatever, then she needed a plan and a damn good one. All
throughout her training she’d been goaded into figuring things out on her own,
and it seemed like this was now going to be put to practical use. She had to
learn to use her psionics and turn them into both weapons and tools…and how she
did that was totally up to her.


But first things first. Pretend to be a lazy twit and
do all sorts of things a soldier/warrior would never do and get a feel for this
newfound freedom by being a bit stupid, then if she was still left alone, get
to work on developing the skills that she never thought she’d have. Superpowers
were for Archons, and they’d deemed her worthy enough to share. 


Jyra wasn’t totally sure what that meant going
forward, but she expected it to be something big…though getting to that point
seemed to be another challenge without a clear cut path. One thing she knew was
that whatever she did, she needed to do it her way from here on out.


Now she just needed to figure out what her way was…
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November 22, 2897


Epsilon Eridani
System


Corneria



 

Jyra stood in one of the training chambers in the
Nest, this one tailored for some wild Lachka work that she was nowhere near
ready to try, but it also had some novice settings and the one she was using
now had a small thud suspended in an IDF field three meters in front of her.
Where she stood was outside the field, with the transition being invisible to
the eye but noticeable in her Pefbar. It was a thin barrier, but the energy
made a small ripple in her spherical vision, which at this point she’d learned
to focus into a cone to get greater range.


Thanks the IDF, there was no gravity effect on the
thud and it floated aimlessly with her tugging on it with her telekinesis. One
of the first tricks she’d learned from the Archons’ notes was that she could
tie the mental commands to a physical stimulus, and Jyra had been relying on
that heavily in her early training as both her skill and raw power grew. Now
she was trying to undo that handicap, for her mind didn’t want to use her
Lachka without the physical commands.


That too had been detailed by those who had developed
these powers before her, but oddly enough it was virtually unmentioned in the
Archons’ notes. Rather it was in a much smaller collection of data compiled by
other Arc Commandos, and to which she would be adding when she learned anything
of merit. Apparently they had encountered the same problem, in which their mind
had developed a ‘thinking’ mode and an ‘acting’ mode with the Lachka. The
physical theatrics separated the two, and they had also had to unlearn the
distinction early on, for a few that didn’t had a world of trouble figuring out
how to do things without having a hand or twitching an eyebrow to get it to
engage.


Getting it to engage was the problem, for as Jyra made
the little thud move ever so slightly away from her she intended to curve it to
the right also…but the command never executed. Instead the mashable
marble continued towards the back of the cylinder where the edge of the IDF
was. When it got there it would pass through and fall to the ground, so Jyra
reluctantly raised her right arm and motioned for it to return. Her Lachka
engaged without fail and brought it back, allowing her to spin it around in a
corkscrew without too much trouble. It was amazing how much control she had by
using her arm, despite the fact that it was purely for theatrics. The tissues
in her mind were emitting the Lachka field, and she’d wished she started
learning to control it directly from the beginning.


It had been so difficult to just get a twitch that
using the physical coordination had been recommended by the Archons, but they
hadn’t said anything about untraining it later. Maybe
they didn’t have this issue or maybe it just wasn’t a big deal for them. They
were Archons after all, and Arc Commando or not, they were still far beyond her
in multiple disciplines. Perhaps all that intellect they sported made this
easy, but for her it had become a pain in the ass.


When she steadied the thud inside the field she let
her arm drop back to her side and focused only with her mind, missing the first
3 times before the fourth finally took and started it floating towards her. She
tried to get it to move to the right into a crude, box-like corkscrew but
couldn’t get it again until the third try. After that it took six tries to make
the next turn, then four for the next with the thud getting closer and close to
the edge as it spun outward. 


But at least she was able to do it every now and then,
even if it wasn’t reliable at this point. That meant she could train it, and in
time it would get easier…or so the other Arc Commandos had noted.


Just as Jyra was about to use her arm to keep it from
flying out again a tone sounded in the chamber that spooked her enough that she
lost her lock on the little thud. She glanced up, pondering what the sound was
as the thud dropped out of the invisible field and fell towards the floor.


The Arc Commando reacted instantly, reaching a hand
towards it and pulling it towards her just in time to avoid it hitting the
ground. It flew up into her palm and she clamped down on it tightly with her
hand, smirking with the realization that that was both the fastest and
strongest pull she’d managed to date, and all on instinct. Maybe her problem
was she was overthinking this too much.


But to the sound her mind returned, with one
possibility rising to the forefront. She knew there was a ‘doorbell’ but she’d
never heard what it sounded like. If that was the case that meant someone else
had arrived, which would be her first guest since she’d arrived at the Nest 6
months ago. 


Jyra chucked the thud off to the side of the chamber
where it would eventually roll into a collection moat, then hit the ‘off’
controls on the way out before accelerating into a jog and heading back through
the huge facility to the commons room to find an armored figure looking at the
hologram with the introductory data and one tiny orb floating about it
indicating her presence here, though she doubted he knew that if he was also a newb.


“Hello?” she said as she stepped inside, prompting him
to turn around and stare at her through his solid helmet that gave no clue as
to his identity. If she’d been wearing her armor it would have identified him,
but on most days she was in casual or training gear, with today being the
later.


“Hello,” he mimicked, though his voice was a bit
altered by the speakers to give it that telltale Commando tinge. 


“You fresh out of training or one of the vets?”


“Just got back from Antarctica.”


“Well then, take your armor off and have a seat,” she
said, pointing to a couch while she jumped over the edge of another and laid
down with her feet up. “I’ll fill you in on what I can. I’m about 6 months
ahead of you.”


A pop sounded as he disconnected his helmet and pulled
it off, revealing short black hair and pale skin, but a face she wasn’t
familiar with. “You’re Jyra?”


“That’s right. Have we met?”


“Not exactly,” he said, pulling apart his armor and
stacking it in a neat pile on the floor. “I saw you a few times in the hallways
and other people mentioned you.”


“Sorry, I should remember you, but my mind’s not
clicking.”


“That’s alright. It’s not like we were there to
socialize. What am I here for?”


“To chart our own course, apparently,” she said,
crossing her arms over her chest and looking him over. “Nobody was here when I
arrived and I’ve been alone ever since. Training and learning, mostly.”


“Is there anything else?”


“There can be,” she said ambiguously. “It seems this
facility is completely unmonitored. I did some crazy stuff early on just to
test that theory and nobody came to give me a lecture.”


“Six months alone?”


“Yeah. I thought there’d be more Arc Commandos popping
in and out, but nada so far.”


“Is that what this place is for?”


“It’s called the Nest and is a huge training facility
reserved explicitly for us. I haven’t received a single order since I arrived,
and I don’t think I will until I figure out how to use my psionics and the
other stuff they have here.”


“What stuff?” the man asked, finally free of his armor
and sitting down on the couch.


“A lot of cool toys I’ve never seen before, and a list
of codes that will make your head hurt. The ones we got in training were the
small ones, it seems. These are very high access and extremely hush hush. Do you have a name?”


“Oh, sorry. My bad. I’m Linty. Linty Innon.”


“Jyra Hemman, if you didn’t
catch my last name.”


“No I didn’t. So Jyra, what kind of crazy stuff were
you talking about?”


She shrugged innocently. “The kind of stuff you don’t
have to explain when no one is watching.”


“So me being here is going to crimp your style, then?”


“Unless you want to join in.”


“Hmmn, I feel obligated to
ask what we’re supposed to be doing first.”


“Did you come alone?”


“Yes.”


“Speeder?”


He nodded.


“There’s a hidden parking lot nearby. I’ll show you
where in a moment, but for now you need to trust me.”


“Ok…”


“Stand up,” she said, doing likewise.


“And?” he said, looking at her and seeing that they
were spot on the same height.


“Take off your clothes.”


“What?”


“Trust me,” she said in all seriousness.


He eyed her for a moment, then decided to just go with
it, suspecting some sort of test. When he pulled his shirt off Jyra did the
same, mimicking his disrobing until both of them were standing there in the
nude.


“How do you feel now?” she asked.


“Odd. What’s this about?”


“Turn around and walk to the edge of the couch.”


“An explanation would be good.”


“Walk,” she insisted.


He sighed, then turned around with Jyra moving in a
flash as soon as his eyes were off her. She headed the other way, grabbed two
throw pillows off another couch, and winged one at him.


It hit him in the head, spinning him around on
instinct. “What is this?”


“Defend yourself,” she said, winging the other one at
him then grabbing for more elsewhere in the room.


“Are you serious?” he said in a laugh.


“Defend or be pummeled,” she said, picking up a pair
and, instead of throwing them at him, ran towards him and whacked him across
the face with one melee style. He ducked the next slash and dove onto the
couch, grabbing one of his own before stepping into the throw pillow fight with
both of them hitting each other with more accurate and skilled attacks than any
sleepover could hope to imagine.


“Is that the best you’ve got, rookie!” she yelled,
bringing both in front of her and using them as a battering ram to knock him
back onto the couch, then she stood over him and whacked him multiple times
before he leg swept her and she fell onto the floor giving him enough time to
roll over the back of the couch and escape.


He laughed uncontrollably. “I don’t know what this is
about, but I’m really starting to like you.”


“Good,” she said, chucking
another pillow his way. This time he caught it out of the air and added it to
his own arsenal as Jyra backtracked and went to find more ammunition. When she
came back to him the pillow fighting got more serious, with her trying to take
him down and him noticeably resisting. She feigned an opening, let him knock
her legs out from under her with a pillow whack to the thigh, then she did a
somersault curl around his legs to half get behind them, then she knocked his
left slightly askew with a pillow hit before snaking her arms through and
around his ankles enough to dump him backwards onto the not so soft floor.


A moment later she was on top of him and wresting to
pin his arms to the ground, but the best she could do was get them over his
chest. She locked him up there, then stared him down. 


“How do you feel now?”


“Very confused,” he said with a smile.


“This isn’t all play, I promise.”


“Then what is it?”


“A shortcut.”


“To what, pregnancy?”


Jyra snorted. “Hell no. Besides, we’ve both had our
genes reworked so that isn’t possible.”


“You said something about trust earlier. Or is this
just the result of you spending 6 months alone and going stir crazy?”


“Maybe a little, but you know damn well we’re training
to operate solo for as long as necessary.”


“So then why are we inches away from making magic?”


“Like I said, it’s a shortcut. I’ll admit, it’s a very
odd shortcut, but then again that’s the point. I never would have considered
anything like this before, but it all comes back to trust. What did San tell
you about our mandate?”


“Are we really going to have this conversation like
this?”


“Yes, and you’re going to like it. Now answer my
question.”


“He said a lot of stuff, actually.”


“What did he tell you about trust?”


Linty frowned, trying to draw a connection and think
this through, whereas a normal person would have been just happy to have a hot,
nude chick on top of him. 


“That the Archons trust us to operate off the grid, no
oversight.”


“And how are we supposed to operate?”


“Like ghosts.”


“No, I mean how are we supposed to do things when
they’re not watching?”


It took him a moment, then his eyes flashed in
realization. “This is your idea of how Arc Commandos should, what, say hi?”


“That’s not a bad idea,” she admitted.


“You are crazy,” he said in a nice, almost
complimentary way.


“No, just savvy. I’ve had 6 months to think this
through, though I’ll admit only coming up with this idea in the past few
minutes. If there’s a fun way to do something, why do it any other way?”


“I’m still waiting on the ‘something’ bit. How does
this mission relate, or do you just really need to get laid?”


“We’re not fucking,” she said apologetically. “That
would inhibit thinking. I just need us exposed and on the verge to get us fully
awake.”


“Oh, I’m definitely awake.”


“Good, now just listen and learn. Or rather, unlearn.
I was sent here with no instructions, and I’m assuming you are the same way.
We’ve been tasked to operate on our own, and how we train to use our psionics
and everything else past this point is totally on us. The Archons aren’t
guiding us anymore, we’re on autopilot. It finally dawned on me a while back
that they’re not interested in making us into mini Archons, they want us to
become something different. Something unique that we create ourselves, so we
shouldn’t be holding to Archon protocol, or a lot of other stuff we’ve picked
up over the years. First in the maturia, then Commando training, and in the
field, and then the training you just finished.”


“So you think we should be sexually promiscuous?”


“Wow. That word is such a killjoy.”


“You know what I mean. The Archons have a strict code,
and Commandos usually go along with it.”


Jyra pulled one hand off of where she had his pinned
and tapped him on the forehead. “And there’s where you’re wrong. The Archons
don’t follow a code.”


“No?”


“No rules. San told me that himself when I asked. He
said rules are for the young, the inexperienced, and the untrustworthy. Arc
Commandos are none of those.”


Linty looked at her a moment, feeling some semblance
of logic working beneath her red locks and intense eyes…then it finally
clicked.


“It’s a question of loyalty to the mission, which for
us was answered beyond a shadow of a doubt before we became Arc Commandos.”


“Go on.”


“We don’t need the restrictive guidelines and code
that helped get us here. In fact, it will probably hinder us in living up to
our mandate, therefore we must ‘unlearn’ what we have learned.”


Jyra smiled, glad this little gambit of hers had
worked. She’d almost been too shy to even try it. “And everything about this
current situation screams a violation of everything we’ve been taught.”


“Yet we’re still loyal to the mission. And when we’re
trustworthy we don’t need rules.”


“And when we don’t follow rules we can do things in…funner ways.”


“Like you getting me naked in order to explain this?”


Jyra flashed her eyebrows twice. “Savvy?”


Linty smiled. “And rather than take baby steps, why
not jump in head first and strip away the lingering protocol along with our
clothes?”


“You are a smart boy.”


“You planning to instruct everyone else that comes
here like this?”


“Honestly I have no idea how long I’m going to be
here, so I’m just playing this by ear and it seemed like a good idea a few
minutes ago.”


“And now?”


“You tell me.”


Linty smiled widely. “Part of me wants to say this is
just all frivolous, but another part realizes your logic is spot on. If we’re
going to differentiate ourselves from the Archons and other Commandos then we
have to break free of established habits…and this is about as fast of a method
as I can think of stripping away established protocol.”


“So we’re in agreement? I’m not crazy?”


“Oh you’re crazy…like a fox.”


“Good,” she said, suddenly getting up off him and
leaving Linty a bit disappointed. That caught him off guard, but he shook it
off and stood up.


“Lesson over then?”


“The lessons are just beginning. Time for a tour and
to get you up to speed on what the Archons left for us. What we make of it
going forward is anyone’s guess, but there are some notes left behind by other
Arc Commandos. Still, we’re near the tip of the spear and don’t have much in
the way of trailblazers to key off of. We have to make this up as we go and
I’ll be glad for the help.”


“Tour it is then,” Linty said, walking back to the
couch to grab his clothes.


“Uhuh,” Jyra said, stopping
him with a hand on his shoulder. “Habits don’t break that fast. You stay naked
for now.”


“Until when?” he asked with a wry grin.


“Until we no longer feel naked.”


“And what if someone else shows up?”


“Only Arc Commandos come here, and if another comes in
we get them naked too. You take the girls and I’ll take the guys and we’ll
share what we’ve learned via pillow fights.”


Linty laughed. “And what if they’re older Arc
Commandos?”


“Then we tell them what we’re doing and ask if they
want to join in. No shame here. We’re not misbehaving, just handling our
mandate in a way that most other people wouldn’t approve of. If we’re going to
be off the grid, then we don’t need to concern ourselves with what they think,
because they’ll never know. We can’t have their rigidity and protocol slowing
us down. We have to keep open minds and clear heads, hence the reason why I’m
not going to fuck you, despite the urge I have to do so right now.”


“Likewise.”


“I can see that,” she said, glancing down at his
waist.


“You said no shame.”


“None at all,” she agreed. “Though that’s got to be
awkward walking around with.”


“It is, trust me.”


“How long before you deflate?”


“Good question. If you’re not putting your clothes
back on either, could be a while.”


“I would offer to pop you off, but that would be
counter-productive I think?”


Linty shook his head in dismay. “I swear, when you
first started that pillow fight I thought you were…”


“Out of bounds?”


“Yeah, but to your point. When you’re loyal to the
mission, or in this case mandate, there is no out of bounds. I guess this is a
weakness I’ve got, and the only way to get used to being around you naked is to
see it through the less fun way. Just try not to bump into me or you’ll kill
whatever slack I start to get.”


“No promises rookie. I may do it intentionally now.
Just enough to keep you on edge and burn away whatever protocol you’ve got
clogging your mind.”


“And what about you?”


“I don’t have external sex organs, but feel free to
poke where you like. I can take it without losing my head.”


“This is by far the strangest lesson I’ve ever had.”


“Is that a complaint?”


“We really are off the grid here, right? No monitoring
at all?”


“Nada. It took me a while to really wrap my head
around that and loosen up. Didn’t realize how constricted I was beforehand
until it happened…then I got a little crazy to push it further.”


“Well, I like your crazy and see the wisdom in it. On
top of that, I think this next stage of training is going to be the funnest of all time.”


“Why not?” she shrugged. “As long as we still
accomplish our goals?”


“And keep it a secret from everyone else.”


“No one else is supposed to know what we do anyway.”


“Well, then. If we’re going to jump off this boat, how
about we make all leisure downtime nude? Not just for us, but everyone. We can
put up a sign that says so.”


Jyra laughed. “I’m glad you didn’t include training.
Running naked is…uncomfortably bouncy.”


“Ditto there.”


Jyra raised an eyebrow at him. “Is my crazy rubbing
off on you?”


“Looks like.”


“Good,” she said, lightly tapping her wrist against
his crotch as she walked by. “Follow me and I’ll show you around your new
digs.”


Linty took a moment to center himself and followed
her, feeling exposed and stupid, but in a fresh way that, honestly, was going
to take some getting used to, but he already could feel a wall forming between
himself and the outside world, with Jyra on the inside of it and the both of
them being saner for it. He’d never have done anything like this on his own,
but coming from another Arc Commando he was less resistant…and it did make
sense. Perfect sense. And he wasn’t going to let the fun aspect of it
discourage him. 


Then he began to wonder why ‘fun’ should ever
discourage anything.
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Epsilon Eridani
System


Corneria



 

Mace Ortel descended the
T-shaped stairway entrance to the Nest on the left side, turning an immediate
right and spotting two people sitting on a couch watching a vid screen. Before
he said anything to them he turned the corner and looked at the holo, seeing
some 18 dots circling above it. That surprised him, for typically the Nest only
had 1 or 2 Arc Commandos in it at a time. Maybe the growing number of their ranks
was changing that, but still 18 seemed damn high.


He used his Lachka to toggle the hidden switch, adding
another dot as he logged himself in and pressed the doorbell to announce his
presence to the facility, though the pair sitting with their backs to him
didn’t hear it in this chamber.


“Hi,” he said, retracting his helmet into the lump of
material around the back of his armor’s neckline as he looked down at the pair
of heads, both of which turned around, apparently a bit shocked to see him. The
vid screen was loud, and if these Arc Commandos were new then their Pefbar and
Ikrid probably weren’t that advanced yet to pick him up coming down behind
them.


“Hey, new guy is here.”


“Old guy, actually,” he said as the pair stood up and
he saw that both the guy and girl were naked. “What the hell?”


“That’s the standard reaction we get from new people,”
Veronica said, pointing to her left. “Read.”


Mace followed her finger line until he saw an addition
to the Nest in the form of a sign on the wall that read:


Sexuality can have a strong influence on the weak minded.


We are NOT weak minded.


So prove it.



 

“What exactly does that mean?” Mace asked, a bit
peeved.


“I thought the same thing when I got here,” Chad said,
raising a hand to forestall the typical reaction. “Thought
everyone had gone civie and insane, but there’s a
method to the madness if you take long enough to think it through.”


Mace looked at both of them in turn, then back at
Chad. “Regale me then.”


“You’re…Mace, right?” Veronica asked.


“Yes.”


“Thought so. I tried to memorize the personnel files.
By the way,” she said, pointing two fingers at her eyes, then moving them down
to her chest, “my breasts are down here.”


“What she means to say,” Chad interrupted, “is that
we’ve instituted a…voluntary…program of sexuality training into our private
culture.”


“Program, huh?”


“Yeah,” Chad said, rubbing his sandy blonde hair.
“You’re the first old timer we’ve greeted. Or rather, that I’ve greeted. Mostly
we see newbs coming in.”


“And you just wait here naked as a doorman?”


“Easy, Mace,” Veronica cautioned. “We just got
finished with our workouts and we’re on downtime. Everyone else is either
training or sleeping. We haven’t gone nuts, just taking an angle on sexuality
that the Archons wouldn’t approve of.”


“And that being?”


“We use it.”


Mace rolled his eyes. “Oh boy.”


“Are you the ‘never get laid type?’”


“No, I’m the ‘do the mission, not your buddy type.’”


“You didn’t answer my question,” Veronica insisted,
crossing her arms over her chest.


“How about I let you two talk this out,” Chad said,
pointing off to the other side of the room. “I don’t have the compatibility to
ease the introduction.”


“That’s probably best,” Veronica said as Chad walked
over and sat down on a distant couch, turning on another vid screen and
ignoring that the two of them were there. “You and I have a lot to go through.”


“That’s right, you were going to explain why you’re
not acting like a Commando.”


“Want to have a seat first?”


“No, I think I’m better standing. Now talk before I
feel like kicking your ass.”


Veronica’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t let the lack of
clothes fool you. I can handle myself.”


“You’re fit, I’ll give you that, but you’re not going
to stand up to more than a few punches,” he said, flexing his armored hand for
emphasis.


“News flash, bro. We’re basically naked outside of our
armor anyway. Putting a T-shirt on doesn’t change that much.”


“Granted,” he allowed.


“We figure that if we’re vulnerable outside of our
armor then we might as well have fun with it, so long as it serves a purpose.
Everyone here goes naked when not in training. Just a part of our secret little
society. No Archon has come to beat some sense into us, like you’re thinking
about doing now, so it’s also a way to confirm they’re not spying on us like
they promised, but the bottom line is what the sign says. If we’re not weak
minded then we shouldn’t have to avoid sexuality. For us, we’ve taken it as a
challenge. We don’t avoid it, we embrace it. And if someone can’t keep their
focus then they don’t deserve to be an Arc Commando.”


“Then why not go nude in training too?”


“Because most of the time you bounce, whether you’re a
guy or girl, and that creates problems, but where we can without disadvantage
we do. We even spar nude on occasion, for training sake.”


“Explain that.”


“Battle can come at any place at any time, and our
enemies aren’t going to wait for us to get dressed if they catch us naked.”


“What about the ‘bounciness’ then?”


“We learn to work around or negate as much of it as we
can, and that requires practice.”


“Is that why so many of you are here? Typically the
Nest doesn’t see more than 3 at a time.”


Veronica shrugged. “Maybe. When I got here there were
9. Some have come and gone, including a couple of old timers like you. Once
they gave it a chance they understood what we were doing and joined in. If you
don’t want to strip down right away that’s fine, just don’t write us off as
traitors. We’re loyal to the mission, and per our mandate we’re thinking
outside the box. We’re just also thinking outside the Archon box as well. They
may avoid sex like a plague, but we’re using it to our advantage.”


“So you’re just not walking around naked, you’re
banging each other as well?”


Veronica nodded. “No more than once every three days,
which is standard when scheduling will allow.”


“Scheduling?” Mace said in dismay.


“We have to practice,” Veronica emphasized, “in order
to learn. Ignoring it isn’t something we choose to do anymore…though to be
honest some of us never did to begin with. Now we’ve just taken it from being a
random thing and turned it into a beneficial culture.”


Mace shook his head, not believing what he was
hearing. “You guys have gone nuts.”


“Please have more faith in us than that,” she said,
not arguing but asking openly. “The outside world doesn’t exist here. We’re off
the grid and we’ve found a way to maximize that. The Archons wouldn’t approve,
but we’re supposed to do things our own way. They didn’t give us a plan for
just that reason. We’re meant to improvise, learn, and craft the Arc Commandos
into something of our own making. We’re not mini Archons, so why would be
pattern ourselves off of them?”


“Because they kick ass.”


“Of course they do. And the ‘no sex’ rule works for
them. This works for us.”


“Fine,” Mace relented, glancing over her body again,
head to toes and back up. “I’ll hear you out…and me not having to look at
someone else’s dick while listening was a good call.”


“Simple biology dude,” Chad said from across the room.


“Lose the armor and we’ll take a walk,” Veronica
suggested.


“Do you go topside like that?” Mace asked as he triggered
the automatic release and his armor peeled apart, with him stepping out of it a
moment later.


“Nope. This part of being an Arc Commando only happens
in the Nest. Though there is never any guarantee of safety, this is about as
close as it gets. And like I said, we’re pretty much naked without our armor
anyway, so we’ve chosen to just go the next step here, but only here.”


“What about the other Nests?”


Veronica raised an eyebrow. “Other Nests?”


“There are two more, at present.”


Chad’s head turned around as they walked behind him
towards the door leading to the rest of the facility. “Why haven’t we heard
about that?”


“I’m guessing because you’re newbs,”
Mace said with some disdain. “Such information travels by word of mouth only.”


“To answer your question, I guess it will eventually,”
Veronica said as they passed through the open doorway leaving Chad and the
commons room behind.


“If you have your way.”


“It’s not my way, or at least the initial idea
wasn’t.”


“Who started this craziness?”


“I’m told it was Jyra, but we’ve been adding other
bits and pieces as we go along…like the 3 day rule. We experimented with every
day but found it left our minds gummy. 3 days allows us to stay sharp, and we
wouldn’t have figured that out without trying to figure it out.”


“Define gummy?”


“Answer my earlier question. Do you do anyone?”


“On occasion, but none since I became an Arc
Commando.”


“Why not?”


“Busy mostly. And the other times were special
circumstances. I don’t make a habit of it.”


“Why not?”


“The Archons are right in that there is a disadvantage
to it, training wise and fighting wise.”


“We know that, but rather than bury it away in our
subconscious to the point where it almost shuts off entirely, we take the
opposite route, feeling it out and learning how to minimize the disadvantage.
What we practice when we fuck is our recovery time afterward. So long as I
don’t violate the 3 day rule, or in this case it would be ‘guideline’ since we
don’t use rules, I can snap myself out of the daze within a few minutes, for
the most part.”


“You time it?”


“Not like that, but only because we can’t measure it.
We thought about using biomonitors but that would
require letting the techs in on our inner workings, and we do not let anyone
know what goes on inside the Nest. That is one rule we do keep.”


“Embarrassed?”


“Nope. I was in the beginning but it wore off pretty
quick. Other people don’t understand, so it’s best to keep them in the dark.
And it would be a huge mistake living under the constraints of what other
people can understand.”


“You’re making a little sense, but I’m not sold.”


“We’re sexual as a default, and even the Archons
haven’t tried to genetically strip that away.”


“That’d be cowardice if they did.”


“Exactly my point. A strong mind can override
sexuality with ease, so why can it not also function while indulging in it?”


“But why indulge in the first place if our mission is
tactical, not reproductive?”


“Several reasons. First is to negate the
disadvantages. Would you keep a ship in your hangar that you know absolutely
nothing about, or do you fly everything and figure out the intricacies of how
they work? We have sexual systems. They may not be very important considering
what we do as Arc Commandos, but that doesn’t mean we have to ignore them. And
if we can find a beneficial use for them aside from baby making, why not go
there?”


“What beneficial use are you referring to?”


“We hardly ever see one another, right? I’m asking
because I’m still in training phase and my psionics aren’t up to snuff enough
to go out into the field yet, at least not for the big assignments. You do, so
you tell me. You said 3 was usually tops for the Nest.”


“You see a lot of your unit, if you’re assigned to
one. But no, we rarely cross paths with others.”


“When you’ve gotten laid before, who was it with? I
don’t need a name, but what did they do?”


“A few other Commandos and one tech. All of which were
situational, no relationships involved.”


“None here either. We fuck everyone and love doesn’t
factor in, but we do develop beneficial bonds. That’s something you’re probably
not aware of if you’ve been banging for recreational purposes.”


“Everyone?” Mace asked, raising an eyebrow at her.


“Yes,” she answered automatically until she caught his
gist. “Everyone biologically compatible. There are more guys here than girls,
so our schedules are always full while the guys usually have holes in
theirs…but as we’ve come to say, ‘no whining over missed fucks.’ We do make an
exception for new arrivals, so you get priority. Our way of saying ‘hi’ or
‘welcome back.’”


“You’re saying if I wanted to, you’d fuck me right
now?”


“No, sorry. I did yesterday, and we only do it on
schedule, never impulse. I can bump you into my next slot though, or you can
pick some other girl.”


“Just like that?”


“We’ve learned not to be shy, and it actually forms a
bond between us that we’ve never had before. Not something sick, but something
familiar. We’re separated from everyone else because we’re Arc Commandos, so
when we’re in the Nest we take advantage of the time when we’re actually
together. We’ve already decided that if we meet up in the field that doesn’t
matter. We only indulge this part of our culture here…or in the other Nests, now
that we know they exist.”


“Any other guidelines you’ve come up with?” he asked
as they passed another Arc Commando in the hallway, though this one was dressed
in skintight shorts and running shoes. 


“Getting indocted?” Linty
asked.


“Working on him,” Veronica said as they stopped. “He’s
old school.”


“A challenge then,” the topless and very sweaty Arc
Commando said as he looked Mace over. “Sorry, don’t recognize you. I’m Linty.”


“Mace,” he said, extending his hand in greeting and
glad that the guy had pants on. 


“Back for some additional training or what?”


“Actually I’m here to recruit a replacement for my
unit.”


“Replacement?” Veronica asked, her eyes narrowing.
“Did we lose someone?”


“No, just a reassignment. We’re adding more teams as
our numbers grow and Darren is heading up his own now. We need a replacement
for Alpha 9 and I was told to come here to find one…though now I’m wondering if
it wasn’t a setup. Has Brandon been initiated into your divergent clan?”


Veronica smiled widely. “Yep. Did him once myself. He
didn’t stick around too long, and he didn’t mention anything about other Nests
either.”


Mace signed. “Son of a bitch. He didn’t say anything
about this to us.”


“Probably knew how you’d react,” Linty said, with his
body language suggesting that he was eager to get moving again. “Are you
looking for someone in particular?”


“I was told Jyra was here…but now I have my doubts as
to whether or not Brandon was serious or just wanted me to pick up his date.”


“She’s on the halo,” Linty offered as he began walking
on to wherever he was going next.


“Thanks,” Mace said distractedly. He couldn’t believe
Brandon had gone in for this…then again maybe there was some value here he was
overlooking. In fact, he realized he was resisting the notion for a reason he
couldn’t put his finger on. After a few seconds of silence he realized Veronica
was patiently waiting on him, just staring at his face with a devious smile.


“What?”


“Just watching the walls break down.”


Mace sighed. “Brandon has been an Arc Commando longer
than I have. If he thinks there’s some value in this…I don’t know.”


“Then let me fill you in further as we head to Jyra,”
she said, grabbing him by the elbow and dragging him forward. “We’ve learned a
few tricks, and I’m not referring to anything kinky. We’re not doing this to
have some sort of orgy, that’s civie crap. We’re just
making use of our biological hardward, stripping away
all the nonsense and dealing with what’s really there. We’re warriors, not sex
toys, and we learned that if we try to be sex toys our heads fog up even more.”


“So you tried the kinky route?”


“Before I got here, but others did. It’s not something
to be afraid of, it’s just stupid. They learned from it and moved on. It seems
the fictitious stuff that people try to use to raise their libidos is what
really messes with your head. Recognizing that someone is attractive does not.
It’s the mental simulations that go nutsy. Archons rightly avoid them, but
we’ve found that if we indulge in the physical act of mating, giving our minds
actual data to process rather than fiction, it also solves the problem.”


“Eating so much candy that you make yourself sick of
it?”


“No…but you’re kind of getting the point. We have
sexuality and we have mating mode. Sexuality is just the, let’s say ‘sensor
package’ that allows us to see who’s hot and who’s not. Mating mode is when
your head does go all foggy. Your combat drive is powered down in the process,
then comes back online when you get out of mating mode. Thing is people tend to
get stuck in it, at least part way, and that is a very bad thing to have
happen. We’ve been working on being able to switch in and out of that mode very
fast and cleanly. No hybrid states. But to do that we need practice, hence the
fucking schedules.”


“And once you learn, does it stop there?”


“No. It’s still a social thing, just between Arc
Commandos, when we’re in the Nest. Call it a fun way to continually test your
mental caliber. If you can’t shake yourself out of mating mode and get your
head all messed up then you obviously don’t belong in the field and need to
train yourself back into combat fitness.”


“So you admit it’s partly for fun?”


“Why do we play video games?” she countered. 


“Ok, you have a point there.”


“We’re trained to go on very long solo missions and be
comfortable with that. When we’re here we go the opposite way, just because we
can. If we can’t handle that vast duality, then again, it shows a weakness that
a person needs to work on eliminating rather than burying it away out of
sight.”


“You’re criticizing the Archons there, I assume?”


“Honestly I don’t know what they do, all I know is
what we do and this is smart. It’s unusual, deviant as you said considering
normal society, but we don’t exist in normal society anymore. We’re off the
grid for a purpose, and this serves a purpose for us. Might not work for anyone
else, but it works for us. At the end of the day you just have to try it and
risk being stupid for a little while. If that does happen you just shake it off
and move on, a few days lost to a cloudy head. Is there a risk greater than
that?”


“Theoretically no, it’s just out of habit…”


Veronica raised her eyebrows victoriously.


“…which is what we were trained to break,” Mace
finished. 


“Keep thinking, don’t block anything out. If we’re all
fools then logical analysis should prove it.”


“Why are you starting to make sense?”


“Because it does make sense.”


“What else have you guys learned?”


“Beds are for sleeping, not fucking. Don’t mix the
two.”


“Really?”


Veronica nodded as they approached one of the
entrances to the halo track. “Best place is in the shower tube.”


“Standing up?”


“Or floating, your choice. But it’s important not to
linger or rest afterwards. You have to go straight into a workout to flush the
residual fog out of your head. It also trains you to switch modes quickly by
forcing the change. A bit awkward at first, because you just want to soak in
the moment, but once you make a habit of it fucking just becomes a part of your
routine that doesn’t affect anything else. And after a while walking around
nude doesn’t turn you on. Maybe it would if you’ve spent 5 years in the field
and then come back, but once you’re here for a while you adjust and it’s just
normal. Breezy, but normal.”


“And you never go topside?”


“Well…we’re not supposed to, but a few of us have gone
on a few nude ninja missions at night just to see how we function in the
forest. It’s not really fun, but it does get you used to knowing what you can
and can’t do without clothes on. I found I miss my shoes the most. But that’s
not part of our new culture here, just something a few of us tried so we could
learn from it. We did discuss the possibility of trying some similar missions
within the city and avoiding anyone seeing us, but we nixed that idea pretty
quick. We want to be able to let our hair down, metaphorically speaking, in the
Nest whenever we’re here, which we think will help us rest and recover better
from whatever crap happens to us in the field.” 


“More like letting your clothes down.”


“Semantics. We’ve learned a few things already, but
we’re experimenting and picking up some more as we go, though we’ve got a good
structure in place now. Think about trying it and resist the urge to be shy. It
doesn’t befit an Arc Commando.”


Mace sighed. “I’m glad we’re not being monitored,
because I get the feeling Brandon would be loving this if he was watching.”


“He had a rough time adjusting too, if I remember
correctly.”


“And what about you?”


Veronica shrugged. “I was a newb
and figured I’d just go along with what everyone else was doing. You’re my
peers and supposed to know what you’re doing, so I stuffed my doubts into the
back of my mind and just tried it. They said it was voluntary, but with
everyone else walking around nude I eventually shed my clothes after a few days
and went from there. I’ll admit, it is a bit of a shock at first, but now I’m
glad for the bonding it gives us.”


“How does that work guy to guy?”


“I don’t know about guy to guy, but girl to girl it’s
a camaraderie thing. We’re in the same club and not hiding anything from each
other. We talk about everything, as we’re supposed to do, and share knowledge,
but you’re right in that the physical component is missing. I feel the bond
more strongly with the guys, but that’s just biology. We’re all on the same
page, separated from the rest of society and off the grid. I don’t get a buzz
from seeing the other girls naked, but it doesn’t put me off like it did
initially, especially when you’d accidently brush up against someone in the
hallway. Now I don’t care. They’re not strangers and they’re not sex partners,
just sisters.”


“Same thing with the guys then?”


“Well…apparently it’s not as easy for them. Apparently
dicks are magnetic and repel each other,” she said with a giggle. “Completely
foreign thinking to me, but whatever. Guys do have their erogenous zone on the
outside so I guess that makes things a bit more sensitive, bumping wise, but
they say they eventually tune each other out. You’re a little uncomfortable
even having this conversation, aren’t you?”


“I’ll admit, I am a bit. And you’re right, that’s a
sign that I have a mental block that I shouldn’t have.”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“You were about to,” he said as they were standing on
the entrance to the halo track as Veronica pointed through the wall. “Jyra is
coming, if you want to catch her.”


Mace had sensed a mind moving at speed towards them,
but hadn’t known who it was. “Thanks, I will.”


“Shall I put you on my schedule?” she said with a
gleaming smile.


“I’ll get back to you,” he said, waving a friendly
goodbye as he jogged up the curved wall and onto the track, turning left and
accelerated so he could match the Arc Commando catching up to him rapidly. She
wore shorts and a jog bra, standard training gear, while Mace wore a casual
uniform with basic shoes, but he was still able to match her stride for stride.


“Hi there,” Jyra said between mild breaths. 


“You’re Jyra?”


“Yep. You new?”


“I’m not a newb,” he said as
they ran in a straight line that would never bend left or right, but that ever
so gradually rose up to loop back around on their position, but to him it felt
like they were running on a never-ending road. “I’m here to find you,
actually.”


“Why me?”


“I was told to come offer you a slot on Alpha 9,
though now I’m not so sure, considering you’re responsible for this nude fest.”


Jyra laughed. “Everyone reacts that way when they
first get here. And I only started the ball rolling. Others have been adding to
it and made it what it is.”


“It sounds like a nightmare.”


“Feel free to check our training logs. You’re see
we’re not progressing more slowly because of it.”


“I also think Brandon sent me here on purpose to get
‘indoctrinated.’”


“Did he tell you beforehand?”


“No he didn’t.”


“Ha. I think he just wants you to go through the same
uncomfortable transition as he did. He put up one hell of a fight before he
realized we hadn’t gone insane.”


“I’m not there yet.”


“You will be. What’s Alpha 9, exactly?”


“Special ops field unit. We’re expanding the teams and
took one of our regulars out to start another, leaving us with the need for a
fourth.”


“And you want me?”


“I was told you were spending an inordinate amount of
time here polishing your psionics, though now I think I know the real reason.”


“That is the real reason, though ‘polish’ isn’t the
term I’d use. Now that I have them, I feel like a freaking newb
rather than a combat vet. I want to get skilled enough that I don’t screw
something up on a mission before I go back out.”


“Well, you’ll be a newb on a
team of veterans, but apparently Brandon thinks you’re ready.”


“How soon do you have to be back?”


“He didn’t say, but I assumed I’d spend a couple of
days training here then take you back with me.”


“No good, you’ll need at least 3 weeks.”


“3 weeks?”


“There are seven girls here, times 3 days…”


“I never said I was buying into this.”


“I’ll just wait until you do then.”


Mace couldn’t believe her ego. “Oh really? You’re not
the only Arc Commando available.”


“No, and I really do want that slot if Brandon thinks
I’m ready. But you need to experience what we’ve got here, so for your sake I’m
going to drag my feet,” she said with an innocent smile.


Mace was silent for a moment, not sure what to say to
that and looking for something stinging in reply but nothing was coming to
mind. “Did Brandon set this up with you?”


“Nope.”


“Feels like it.”


“Don’t confuse fun with stupid. Like the sign up front
says, we’re not weak minded. And if there’s even a shred of value in this, why
should we not pursue it?”


“I’m trying really hard to find a fault in your logic
right now.”


“And?”


“Failing miserably, but it still feels…”


“Wrong?”


“Off mission. If the Archons don’t embrace their
sexuality there’s probably a good reason for it.”


“Well, they’re not telling us anything, making us
figure out things on our own, and this is what we’ve figured out. Besides, we
don’t have armies to lead and cities to build and races to annex. Our mandate
is much smaller and more focused. Maybe that has something to do with the
difference or maybe they’re just bigger badasses than
us. I don’t know. I just know that there is wisdom in using our sexuality
rather than shoving it in the proverbial closet and not making use of a
biological function we have. That’s as bad as having a rifle in the armory that
you’re told never to use.”


“Stop it, already,” Mace pleaded with her,
sarcastically this time. “You’re making too much sense.”


Jyra smiled, not saying anything, but threw him a ‘got
you now’ look.


“This had better not affect your combat skills,” he
cautioned. “I don’t want some lizard shooting me in the back while your head is
off in lala land.”


“Never happen,” she said firmly. “Our sexuality gets
put into storage when we leave the Nest. We only make use of it here when it
won’t be a detriment.”


Mace saw another exit on the track coming up ahead and
decided to bail out. “Better be. We’re going to have to slow down enough as it
is to accommodate you.”


“I’ll try to minimize that as much as I can,” she said
in all seriousness.


“Do that,” he said, coasting to a stop by the open
doorway and letting her run on. He stood there for a moment, watching her
disappear up the long hallway until only her shoes remained visible, then he
sighed and tried to think this all through again. 


“Brandon, I am so going to kick your ass when I get
back.”
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