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Paul sat there as the water fell, barely holding on to
the ascension prompt that seemed to want to disappear again. It was so faint he
was surprised to have even noticed it, as well as curious as to what was actually
going on. As the minutes passed and the sensation slowly grew under his
prodding he felt he began to understand it, or at least had a theory. Other
ascensions were pretty much automatic, hit the trigger and it’d send you into
the conversion mode that, if handled ‘properly,’ would make small adjustments
in increments that would eventually allow the final transformation and flash
growth of new tissue in a controlled manner.


Paul and the others weren’t going for controlled, for
they didn’t want to risk losing the ascension and not getting it back again
since they didn’t know for sure what was causing it. That’s where the
discomfort came from…rushing the preliminary into a short amount of time. It
was the more direct course, rather than being an incorrect one, but it was
definitely what left one wasted after the transformation, though to be honest
no one had ever done it the slow way to find out how much easier it’d be.


This one, Paul figured, was due to a progressive
trigger rather than a finite one. What they’d learned so far was that the
triggers responded to different things, some being a fitness level stat, some
being a momentary bio status…like being really stressed. That momentary status
would disappear while the fitness level stat would stay the same or improve,
for Paul and the others didn’t backslide.


The fitness level stat made it easy to share an
ability using the twin link, for the person who had it didn’t have to do
anything but get their partner to mimic their status and then their trigger
would activate. For the status though the one with the ability had to recreate
the stress or whatever it was that flipped their trigger, then link to the
other person to make their trigger read the wrong bio data. That was very
difficult to do, but Paul and the others had learned how to summon up a fake
memory of the occurrence or whatever they needed to do in training in order to
get their bodies/minds into the correct state.


Paul had the suspicion that this one, whatever it was,
was a temporary status ascension that he was just nibbling on the edge of. It
might even be the case that his momentary alignment had now passed but since
the ascension process had already started it was hanging around without any
real power…hence the lack of internal fireworks. If that was the case then he’d
stumbled onto it, probably very briefly, during his day of workouts, though
which one was in question.


But it didn’t matter now, getting the new ability did,
and so long as he had a sniff of an ascension to latch onto he was going to
make this work…but at the same time he didn’t want to go after it too fast,
knowing that the longer he dragged this out the more data his biomonitor would
register. Paul already had all the known psionics, that they had triggers
mapped out for anyway, so even if this one was something someone else had
already achieved then they still needed more data. Him
having Sav necessarily lengthened the process a bit,
but he needed to drag his feet as much as he could without losing the
ascension.


Both priorities were counterproductive, but Paul was
having to work hard to hang onto it at all, so his near failure was
accomplishing the stall tactic and he didn’t push any harder than he needed to
in order to gain ground, with the instability steadily rising. The further it
did the less chance he had of losing it, but his mind became more and more
clouded with the mental storm and no one here to help him through it. He
thought about calling for help but nixed the idea immediately. He could do
this, as he’d done many times before, and he wasn’t about to back down from a
challenge.


So what would have been a 20 min shower stretched on
into an hour, then two hours, then a third hour and six more minutes before he
got to four flashing red lights. At that point he was so exhausted he didn’t
dare try and stretch it out further else he’d risk losing it altogether, so he
committed himself to go fully into it and push past what seemed to be a very
defiant limit…only to realize that he hadn’t been holding back much at all.


That sent a shock through his clouded mind, along with
the fear that he might peg out and lose his energy and fall off the crescendo
he was surfing. Doubling down he summoned up a surge of anger at the thought of
losing this and the emotion steadied his effort. He gritted his teeth,
suspecting he was in for a hell of a transformation if the resistance was this
bad, and pushed the mental storm into the channels necessary to peak it out,
having to apply so much pressure for so long he began to wonder if his trigger
might be broken.


Minutes passed on as he was teetering on what he felt
was the brim of the now very full cup and wondering if he hadn’t delayed too
long, for his fatigue was making his control jittery and he wasn’t sure how
much strength he had left to channel the instability…then in a split second the
pressure was gone, the storm’s strength shifted, and his entire body convulsed,
knocking his head against the shower wall multiple times as tissue was flash
grown throughout every part of his body.


Paul knew he had to ride it out, so he didn’t try to
stand or do anything other than stay put and let it happen. He was only
partially aware of his flopping around at the base of the shower, for inside he
was on fire and regretting the decision to push this ascension…for it was far
worse than anything he’d experienced before, easily surpassing the bioshield
upgrade which had a full body transformation similar to this. 


He didn’t know how many seconds it lasted, or perhaps
minutes, but somewhere in the torment the prescribed upgrade was met and the
worse of the pain subsided, leaving him hurting but with a clearing head as he
slumped to the wet floor and just held still, his head leaning against the
clear sidewall as he took stock of his situation. 


His entire body was numb, seeming to pulse with heat, and
the ascension storm was still swirling in his mind, but with each second that passed
it diminished by a chunk with him knowing it would soon be gone and the
aftermath of the transformation would remain…which in this case was going to be
a very bad case of fragging. He knew moving would make it worse so he stayed
still and just let himself hurt before he tried…


“Paul?” a voice said along with a triple knock on the
outside of his shower tube to get his attention, for he wasn’t moving. “Are you
ok?” Rio asked.


No, he
answer telepathically, which hurt enough on its own. He figured the movement of
speaking would be even more traumatic.


“What happened? I heard you screaming from over a mile
away.”


Ascension.


“You got another one?” the trailblazer asked, his
eyebrows raising. 


This one is full
body, and the worst yet. Don’t try to move me, please. 


“Don’t worry,” Rio said with a smirk, guessing at how
much pain his peer was in. “I can improvise.”


The trailblazer raised his right index finger and
concentrated, pooling the heat within it for a long moment before jabbing it
into the clear material of the shower tube and melting through it. He slowly
pulled his finger through a rough square, cutting out a section and tossing the
piece aside as water droplets spilled out onto him and the floor, but he didn’t
care. He let his finger cool off and reached his other hand through to grab the
nearest part of Paul’s body, which was his ankle, and hacked his way into his
nervous system and got his first look at the score.


What he saw/felt blew him away. Paul was totally
wrecked, and in so much residual pain he was glad he had left him where he was.
With an effort he numbed up his friend as much as he could, blocking the pain
from getting to him and giving him an artificial soothing to wrap his mind
around.


Thank
you…very…much.


“You are so fragged. I don’t think this is Ubven. It
was really bad for me, but nothing like this.”


I tried to
stretch it out to get more data. That should have made it easier. I don’t know
what happened…unless this was easier.


“They said post-Sav
ascensions were nastier…whoa, dude. You’ve got tissue growths all over your
body.”


What kind?


“I don’t want to guess and be wrong.”


Just tell me. I
can’t sense anything right now.


“Have a look through me then,” Rio said rather than
making a pronouncement. He sent his mental image of his hacking into Paul’s
body back to Paul, which made for a very weird mental echo, but it allowed him
to see the new growths without all the mental disturbance that was clouding him
out right now. 


Damn, Paul
said, knowing those type of growths intimately well. He laughed once, then
immediately regretted it as the bodily pain shot through the numbing Rio had
him under.


“Buddy, I think we need to use the regenerator on this
one. I don’t think you even realize how tore up you are.”


Do it, Paul
said without hesitation.


Rio looked around, knowing he couldn’t let go of Paul
in his current state. He saw through the walls using his Pefbar into the other
rooms of the quarters and even all the way out to the door that he’d broken
through to get to Paul when he didn’t respond to telepathy, and blast it all,
he didn’t have a portable comm device laying around.
There was a terminal he could use, but it was in the next room and out of
reach.


Reaching out with his Ikrid, he searched the
surrounding minds in Atlantis out to the edge of his range, finding several
Archons that could help him. Rather than explaining to them what was happening,
he requested an Ensek link be established, with them using their own psionics
as relay transmitters for him. None of the six he mentally contacted complained
or asked for an explanation, simply trusting in him and using their ability to
relay his telepathy out to others beyond his range.


He found more and extended his chain across the city
to a specific building, and as luck would have it, Davis was sitting in his
office when the Ensek relay reached him.


I’m here,
the Director responded using his limited telepathy, which then got amplified
and sent across the city person to person.


It’s Rio. I’m in
Paul’s quarters and I need you to send a V’kit’no’sat regenerator here
immediately. He’s had a bad ascension and I can’t risk budging him. I’m numbing
him up best I can, but that means I can’t leave either. 


Is he dying?


No, he just
wishes he did. 


Stay there, I’ll
get it to you as soon as possible, he responded, feeling the link disappear
a moment later. 


Davis brought up an order prompt and sent a text
message to the medical division, explaining the urgency and linking them Paul’s
quarters’ location once he looked it up, then he headed there himself, hoping
for Paul’s sake the regenerator arrived before he did.



 

The Kich’a’kat leads withdrew from Paul’s body after
only a few seconds of being fully deployed, and with them went the insane pain
and clouded mind, leaving Paul sitting at the bottom of his shower, naked, and
four people standing outside it. 


The trailblazer got to his feet slowly, still feeling
wobbly as if all the connections in his brain weren’t fully functioning yet,
and leaned against the sidewall for a moment.


“Want some help out?” Rio asked.


“No, I’ve got it,” Paul said, pushing aside the top
panel and climbing out. He walked down the short staircase and grabbed a towel,
rubbing his blue hair dry then slipping it around his waist before sitting down
on the steps. “I’m not hurting anymore, but I am totally exhausted.”


“What happened?” Davis asked as a medtech and Aaron
looked on while Rio leaned against the nearby wall, his eyes also on Paul. 


“It’s strange, it didn’t jump me this time. It was in
the background and I had to draw it out. I took my time and hopefully got a lot
of bio data, but when it hit I was overwhelmed. I can’t believe Morgan went
through that.”


“Meaning what?” Davis asked.


“We’re pretty sure it’s Jumat,” Rio explained as he
glanced at the medtech. “Care to confirm that?”


“I don’t have a scanner with me, but if you’ll come
down to the medbay I can tell you exactly what you
got.”


Paul raised an arm up level to the ground and
concentrated, trying to summon up some goosebumps and succeeding with ease. He
tried to force them off his hand but they didn’t cooperate, flying off his arm
randomly in all directions…and leaving him even more fatigued than before,
which was saying a lot, given that he started out this whole mess at the end of
a day of workouts. 


The air pushed by the invisible energy washed across
the four men present but only the Archons noticed, leaving the medtech
oblivious. 


“Well that settles that,” Aaron concluded. “I wonder
if your advancement made it worse. Morgan was so young when it happened to
her…”


“Maybe Sav,” Rio added.


“Morgan walked out of that gravity trap,” Paul
reminded them. “I don’t know if I could even have stood or not, but the pain
was bad enough that I didn’t want to try. I’m not dissing her in this, but
there’s no way she went through all that and made it out. There has to be
something different.”


“Maybe hers processed more gradually during the
duration of the enhanced gravity,” Davis suggested. “Though we still don’t know
what the actual trigger is.”


Paul shook his head, glad that the movement didn’t
ring his bell again. “I took my time…a long time, and still got fragged. Still
first try, but I dragged it out to get more data.”


“How old are you?” Aaron asked.


Paul looked up at him, knowing full well that he knew
how old he was, but that wasn’t the point. “Too young,” he answered.


“How many others have Jumat?” Davis asked, knowing the
Archons had gone over the psionics records more times than he had, but he still
remembered it was very few.


“98 thousand, give or take,” Paul answered. “The
youngest of which was 29,000 when he got it.”


“We knew Morgan’s was a mistake…a fortuitous mistake,”
Davis added, “but I’m guessing this is not. How do your skills match up with
the others? I know there’s data on some of them in the pyramid.”


“The age numbers don’t match the skills,” Aaron
answered. “They’re all over the place.”


“But,” Rio said, getting to the point, “even the
weakest of them could kick Paul’s ass.”


“It could be a cascade,” the medtech said, almost
apologizing with his glance when he realized he was interrupting an exclusive
conversation.


“Meaning?” Paul asked.


“I’m not involved in the research, but I have heard
suggestions that your psionics tissues have to be rearranged slightly when new
growths come in. The more tissues you have, the more alignment is required…”


“Hence a cascade in alteration changes,” Paul said,
pounding his right fist into the step, “that the V’kit’no’sat never had to
worry about since they didn’t have all the psionics.”


“Now the reports I’ve been reading are making sense,”
Davis added, thinking things through quickly and making the connections. “A lot
of mages’ reports indicate that they’re taking their padawans through the
ascension process in stages to lessen the fragging effect. The more psionics we
add to the pool the harder the transition is going to be.”


“And we’ve got Sav,” Rio
added.


“So the next time one of us ascends,” Aaron finished,
“we either have to face this or let the ascension process partially run its
course and cancel it, hoping to start over again the next time it pops up.”


“Except we don’t know that there will be a next time,”
Paul argued. 


“You also didn’t have any help,” Rio reminded him.


“I don’t think that had an effect on the fragging, but
maybe on my fatigue. I need some ambrosia doses sooner rather than later. If I
move around too much I feel like I’m going to keel over.”


Davis glanced at the medtech and he politely hurried
off to fetch the required foodstuffs, but he hesitated before he got out the
quarters’ door and came back into Paul’s large shower room. “How many doses are
you taking?”


“213.”


The medtech did a double-take. “Per day?”


“Yah,” Aaron answered for him.


“That’s enough to kill a normal person.”


“Kill or render comatose?” Davis asked curiously.


“Still a debate on that. Fortunately no one has been
stupid enough to overdose far enough to find out. Do you just want me to
measure it off in liquid?” he asked Paul.


“I don’t care, I just need it in me. Between the
ascension and the regenerator, I think I’m actually totally empty.”


“That’s not fun,” Rio commented. 


“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” the medtech said,
disappearing for keeps this time as Davis walked over and sat down next to Paul
on the carpeted steps. 


“Do you think this is intentional or an unforeseen
complication?”


“The dragons are too good at what they do. Even if
they didn’t expect any Zen’zat to attain this many psionics, they would have
made contingency plans just in case. Us breeding was
unexpected because it wasn’t allowed and contrary to the program design, but getting
psionics is the point of advancement.”


“Another little test for us to pass?” Aaron wondered.


“Wouldn’t surprise me.”


“We’ve got to tell the padawans to take it slow,” Rio
insisted. “Ubven really worked me over, and we can’t expect them to be as
strong as us. Especially when we’re giving them psionics that were designed for
a much fitter person.”


“Agreed,” Aaron echoed. 


“Which brings us back to Morgan,” Davis deferred. 


“It was her first ascension…actually, she got it even
before all of tier 1.”


“There’s your answer,” Aaron pointed out. “No cascade
effect, just her nearly getting crushed to death.”


“About that. Got to be more involved than ‘moving around.’
I get his gist, but not the physical applications of it.”


“Perhaps a more intricate addition process,” Davis
offered.


“I’d guess something like that,” Paul agreed. 


“Once you get some ambrosia in you, feel like taking a
nap on a med table?”


“Might as well figure this out sooner rather than
later,” he agreed, slowly getting to his feet. “If I fall feel free to catch
me.”


“Where you going?” Davis asked.


“To trade my towel in for some clothes. Morgan pulls
off the nude patient thing better than I do.”
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“Here,” Vortison said, pointing to the hologram that
was situated beside the med table that Paul was now sleeping on. Curious as he
was as to what was happening to him medically, his need for rest had called for
a crash nap while the scanners did their work, arrayed over him like a giant
arch.


“Here what?” Rio asked, looking on with Aaron and
Davis at the small point somewhere inside Paul’s head that had been enlarged.


“Tissue displacement. And here,” the chief geneticist
said, pointing to the base of Paul’s holographic neck, “bone restructuring.”


“Why bone?” Davis asked.


“Curious, isn’t it? The nodules that make up the Jumat
emitters are located in all tissues, even the heart muscle. I’d guess this is
due to transmission angles, but in the case of his skeleton the flash growth
actually damaged the bone, for I can see the work the regenerator did creating
new tissue,” he said, zooming in even further and highlighting a specific
region around a tiny sphere. 


“The flash growth actually broke his bones?” Rio
asked.


“On a very small scale, yes. That’s correct. I think
your insistence on pushing the ascensions immediately didn’t allow for a
necessary conversion. In fact I can show you,” he said, bringing up a second
hologram to Rio’s right that had Paul’s biomonitor data. The level of detail
was far less, but it showed the same location in his neck.


“If I can loop this…” Vortison said, bringing the
full, multi-hour process into a three second compression. “And there you go.”


The three Archons looked at the very small change in
the tissue, almost too small to notice if the medtech hadn’t pointing it out to
them. 


“The bone was prepping,” Aaron realized.


“By beginning a ‘softening’ cycle that would allow the
flash growth to be absorbed, then the bone density could even out afterwards or
retain the higher density like a cocoon around the emitter. I’m not sure which,
but either way that softening was never allowed to fully take place, hence he
had a lot of tiny bombs go off inside and break bone, along with probably damaging
the new tissue at the same time from the collision.”


“Did the regenerator fix the Jumat tissue?” Davis
wondered.


“It did,” Vortison said, bringing up two more holos, one the before view of Paul post-ascension and the
other more detailed one of him currently. “All is functioning correctly now,
though I only have Morgan’s file to compare with. I highly suggest you don’t
try any more 1-time ascensions going forward, especially with the unknowns.
There is no data on them for us to speculate on.”


“Was this problem in the database file on Jumat?”


“No, it wasn’t. And not a lot is. I don’t think they
wanted people understanding the full depth of the psionics, medically speaking.
Most of the files are geared towards maintenance and repair, not their actual
construction. Ascensions aren’t even mentioned other than a transition period,
and that was in the restricted files.”


“What about his current fatigue?” Rio asked, glancing
down at Paul who was lying motionless with his hands folded over his abdomen in
a ‘Jedi trance’ pose. 


“Jumat tissue is the densest and has the highest
volume of all the psionics we’ve discovered. As a result it had to suck a lot
of resources out of his body just for the building blocks, not to mention the
energy expenditure. Add in his workout load, which you said was already full
and completed for the day, then add the drain the regenerator had by
cannibalizing even more tissue to make repairs…well, let’s just say he’s been
hit on all angles and needs a table of food and a good, long nap.”


“Anybody got some whipped cream and a feather?” Aaron
asked, prompting a smirk from Davis before he pointed into one of the
holograms.


“How crammed is his head getting with the new
tissues?”


Vortison twisted his own neck to the side, as if in
redundant thought that wouldn’t quite process. “If you’d asked me earlier I
would have said you’d be experienced a world of problems by now, but every
upgrade has fit in seamlessly, excluding the first bit of nonsense with the
latent abilities being suppressed through successive reproduction cycles. It’s
all fitting in there, but there was a lot of reorganization going on this time,
simply due to the size of his emitter particles…which are larger than Morgan’s,
by the way. I don’t know why.”


“Did hers grow with time?” Rio wondered.


“In volume, no. Density, yes, and number, yes. It
seems you add a few more as needed in response to training, but not in any
localized area. The distribution pattern is like clockwork, and hers have
increased by…” he paused, checking another file for the number, “18% since her first
scan. Density has increased by 208% on the originals, less so on the newer
growths due to them beginning at a higher…damn, that may be your answer right
there.”


“Paul is more advanced,” Aaron said, catching on. “So
maybe the dragons built in a curve to match power output to your fitness
level.”


“No,” Rio differed. “Not unless volume is a variable.
Have any of Morgan’s doubled up in the same location?”


“Never,” Vortison said firmly. “There is a wide
distribution pattern.”


“How much bigger are Paul’s,” Davis asked.


“17%, each and every one,” the medtech testified. “The
precision is machinelike.”


“Individual variation?” Rio floated.


“Possible,” Vortison allowed. 


“Morgan is not going to like to hear that,” Aaron
said, with Rio nodding. “Damn, what would this look like on a Zen’zat?”


“Given their larger size? No, it has no effect. Other
psionics may grow larger under the stimulation, but I’m positive Jumat
particles will not. They act almost like implants rather than a functioning
part of an entire system. Leaches, if you will, that suck ambrosia and other
nutrients out of the system while remaining isolated from it. Same way with the
bioshield emitters. They’re not part of your cognitive processes like the other
tissues are, even if some of them are positioned within your skull. They’re
‘hardware,’ linked to software but independent of it.”


“Do you think we got enough data to locate the
trigger?” Davis asked.


“Too early to say. The fact that we’ve got several
hours’ worth is promising, but I don’t want to commit to anything just yet.”


“How soon will you know?” 


“Maybe tomorrow…maybe 50 years from now. We have a
stack of data to sort through looking for a needle. If it’s in there we’ll find
it, but I can’t quote you a number, even if I have my own suspicions…none of
which I feel like sharing, because they’re a total gut instinct that will
probably prove wrong.”


“So insecure,” Aaron commented, shaking his head
slightly.


Vortison frowned, then cringed as he decided to
violate his own order. “I think Paul got enough, but each trigger is different
so we won’t know until we actually find it…if we find it.”


“If you do,” Davis said, his voice imbuing importance,
“then we will have a significant advantage against the V’kit’no’sat…assuming
they hold to protocol.”


“You already do with Sav,”
Vortison pointed out.


Rio shook his head. “No, Davis is right. Jumat isn’t a
technique, it’s a literal biological cannon. If we all get this, par for the
course, we’ll be able to take down other Zen’zat far more powerful than us…even
some of the larger races. Jumat is pretty much the holy grail
for the Zen’zat, and only a rare few have ever achieved it.”


“I know the numbers,” Vortison reminded him.


“But you haven’t seen it in action. Haven’t felt it
hit you. Morgan has a huge advantage over the rest of us, and she’s learned to
use it so well that no one could touch her until I got Ubven.”


“Unless she made a mistake,” Aaron added.


“She doesn’t make many. This is going to be extremely
important if you can find the trigger.”


“And give the V’kit’no’sat even more reason to hunt
down and eradicate us.”


Davis pointed a finger at the trailblazer. “Word.”


Aaron frowned at him. “Word?”


“It’s old school.”


“I know what it means, just didn’t expect you to use
it.”


“My vocabulary altered going through basic, then some
more in the sanctums afterwards.”


Rio glanced at Aaron. “We’re rubbing off on him.”


“It’s pithy, so therefore useful,” Davis clarified.
“We know the V’kit’no’sat will want us dead. If we get Jumat we’ll be better
able to defend ourselves, but it’ll enrage them even further.”


“How do you know that?” Vortison asked. 


Davis hesitated to answer, trying to find the right
words. “It’s an Archon/Zen’zat thing.”


“It means we’re getting to use the cool toys they’re
banned from,” Aaron translated. 


“That makes a weird sort of sense,” Vortison said,
returning to his data examination and dismissing all but the active hologram. 


“How strong is he? Concussive wise?” Rio asked.


“Difficult to say, but he shouldn’t have any
coordination. That will come with training, as you well know. I would guess he
can produce a great deal more force than Morgan could initially, but nothing
compared to her levels now.”


“The new emitters Morgan has got…gradual or flash
growth?” Aaron asked, getting back to another point.


“She’s never mentioned any painful transitions, so I’m
assuming gradual. The flash growth seems to only manifest during ascensions or
under the stimulation of a regenerator. Something we still haven’t fully
cracked, and it’s not a tech issue, I’m afraid. We’re not supplying the
necessary genetic command codes. The ones the V’kit’no’sat use are so
complicated even I don’t fully understand what I’m reading when I’m reviewing
them…and like most things, they didn’t bother to leave an instruction manual in
the database.”


“Does bioshield add more emitters?”


“Yes.”


“Volume increase?”


“No. They actually seem to be patterned the same way,
or rather from the same source design material. The Jumat is larger, but
they’re pretty much the same type of psionic tissue. Density increases, along
with number of particles, equates to upgraded strength.”


“He was also the first to get bioshield,” Davis
pointed out. “Any chance that’s a coincidence?”


“Discounting Morgan as an anomaly,” Aaron clarified. 


“Actually it’s going to be one of the first avenues I
pursue looking for the trigger,” Vortison said. “I’m hoping it’s not a
coincidence and there is a correlation between the two.”


Rio gestured towards Paul. “How soon is he going to be
back into training shape?”


“It’ll take more than a day for his body to digest the
necessary foodstuffs to replace the redundant tissue that was cannibalized.
Knowing him he’ll probably be back at it in 12 hours or so. I’d recommend
taking it longer than that, but new psionics are like candy to you guys and you
can’t help but pursuing them with equal fervor.”


“Change that to ‘donuts’ and you’d be about right,”
Aaron said deadpan. 


“Alright then,” Rio said, taking a step back and
spinning around heading for the door. “If you find any more interesting stuff
send me a report. I’m heading back to my own training. I’ll get with Paul later
for…calibration issues.”


Vortison frowned at the retreating Archon. “Meaning
what?”


“Nothing you have to worry about,” he said, walking
out the door.



 

Synthia-462991 walked down a hallway of the advanced
training group’s private sanctum within Atlantis, having located Paul’s mental
signature in one of the many mediation chambers ahead and needing to find him.
Her master was in an intense training session at the moment and couldn’t be
disturbed so she’d been sent to relay the message to Paul personally, but she
didn’t expect to see Paul naked until she turned left and walked into the chamber
to find him standing in the center and his clothes and shoes piled up on the
edge of the circular room.


“Oh…I’m sorry,” she said, glancing down at the floor
for a moment out of reflex before looking back at him again as he turned around
to face her. “I didn’t think you’d be undressed.”


“If it mattered I would have closed the door. Am I in
your way?”


“Way?” she said, looking him up and down twice
approvingly.


“Do you need this chamber? I didn’t check the
schedule, just grabbed an open one since this wing looked deserted.”


“No, no…I was just sent to find you. Rio is stuck in
an endurance challenge but he wanted to grab you before you got busy too. He
didn’t expect you’d be back in training after only 5 hours.”


“I had a really good crash nap,” Paul said, running
his fingers through his short, blue hair. “And you can stop being awkward and
just enjoy the view while you’ve got it.”


Synthia almost blushed. “That obvious?”


“Well, I do try to stay in shape…”


“I noticed,” she said, smiling widely. “Rio said it’s
important, so he sent me to find you.”


“Important enough to bother me, but not stop his own
workout?” Paul said, raising an eyebrow.


“Sorry. When I felt you in here I didn’t think I’d
actually be disturbing you…do you always mediate naked? And where can I buy
tickets?”


Paul laughed. “No. I’m not meditating, just needed
some privacy to work on my new ability. The clothes really get in the way,
hence they had to go.”


“If you wanted privacy you could have closed the
door.”


“I’m displacing a lot of air, and connecting to the
hallway makes it less turbulent. I didn’t know any hot padawans would be
walking by.”


“Hot? Are you flirting with me?”


“A little.”


“Why…other than just messing with my head?”


“Returning the compliment in your eyes. I can get
dressed if it’d make things easier on you?”


“I’ll manage, thanks.”


“Is there more to the message or did you just want to
play cheer leader?”


“Can I?” 


Paul smirked. “What is it that Rio wants?”


“He said something about wanting to get to your
memories while they were fresh. Wouldn’t get into it when I asked anything
further.”


“How long until he’s finished with his challenge?”


“A little less than 3 hours to go.”


“I’ll meet him when he’s done then.”


Synthia nodded, then walked over and leaned against
the wall, still staring at Paul. “Don’t let me hold you up. What exactly are
you doing anyway? I know it’s Jumat related, but…”


“Trying to get a feel for the damn triggering
sensation,” Paul said, with a bit of frustration in his voice. “It feels like
goosebumps, and I’m only able to do it about a third of the time I try. Once it
starts I’m also having trouble sustaining it, and when I can it blows off me
almost immediately. I have almost no control at all and ripped my shirt
earlier, so I ditched the clothes. Until I can at least confine it to my arms
and legs I’m better off naked.”


“Makes sense,” Synthia agreed. “Is it really
invisible?”


“Save for a slight distortion, yes. Hold on…let me try
again,” the titan said, closing his eyes and trying to make himself get
goosebumps. It wasn’t something that he knew how to do, so he just tried to
imagine himself in places of cold or excitement previously that had rendered
the skin pucker. He had to run through four different memories before he got
one to catch and a tingle manifested itself at the base of his neck.


He tried to latch onto it, which was like grabbing for
a wet bar of soap under water, and managed to increase the volume a bit before
it traveled down his back and mushroomed out into the air behind him.


Synthia laughed, covering her mouth with her hand
before she said anything.


Paul frowned. “You saw the distortion?”


“Yeah,” she said, giggling. 


“No, it didn’t come off my butt,” he clarified.
“Started in my neck and went down my back before releasing.”


“Took you a while.”


“It’s getting harder and harder to get goosebumps. My
bag of tricks is wearing thin, but I’m not that close to finding a way to
manually do it yet. This may sound odd, but it’s like getting a third arm that
you’ve never used before that’s twitching around all over the place whenever
you send a mental signal to it and…yeah, ok, bad metaphor. I don’t know how to
explain it.”


“Kind of like the bioshield?”


“Somewhat, but that’s a direct activation. This energy
has to be generated, then released. Two step process that makes it a whole lot more trickier.”


“Are you ticklish?”


“Um…not sure, actually.”


“May I?” she asked, raising her eyebrows in an unsure
gesture.


“Is this training related or are you flirting back?”


“Both,” she said honestly.


“That’s the best kind. Go ahead.”


The padawan walked over to him and stepped behind
where he couldn’t see. “Don’t use your Pefbar. A blind reaction should be
better.”


“Ok,” he said a moment before he felt her run her
finger down his spine slowly.


The next thing Synthia knew the air in front of her
face suddenly blossomed and kicked her hair back. “Worked?”


“Guess I am ticklish,” Paul admitted.


“Being naked is probably part of it. I’m guessing
here, but as far as I know most Archons might get naked without flinching, but
we are hardly ever touched when we are.”


“Good point,” Paul admitted.


“And since we don’t usually get laid, you should be
really ticklish right now,” she said, running her finger across the left side
of his waist and seeing/feeling another distortion manifest from his skin.


“Am I to take this to mean you’re wanting to help with
my training?”


“Whatever keeps me here and you naked.”


Paul reached out telekinetically and hit the door
controls, lowering a very wide door down and closing off the hallway from view.



“Alright then, I’ll indulge you in the name of more
goosebumps. I figure I’ll numb up to your touch eventually, but do what you can
now and hopefully I’ll hop the learning curve before that happens.”


“Why’d you shut the door?”


“Just in case someone else walks by.”


“Think they’d get the wrong idea?”


“No, but your touch is having a secondary effect and
I’m a little bit shy regarding volume increases in public.”


Synthia couldn’t help but laugh, not at him but the
idea that she could do that to him with just a finger brush on his back. “But
you’re ok with me seeing it?”


“You’re standing behind me.”


“I have Pefbar,” she reminded him.


“Just shut up and poke,” he said, trying to keep from
peeking himself to know when and where she was going to tickle him, for that
would definitely lessen the effect. “But don’t mention this to your master.”


“Embarrassed?”


“Just don’t want to make him jealous.”


“I will admit…he’s not as hot as you,” she said,
stroking his neck with two fingertips this time and giving Paul easy access to
another wave of goosebumps.


“That’s working fine,” he said, trying to focus the
slippery energy inside his body and redirect it even a nudge before it
automatically released. “You don’t have to add innuendo.”


“Waste not, want not,” she said, touching his waist
and running her finger laterally across the small of his back. 
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Paul was waiting outside the training chamber in the
sanctum when Rio walked out, drenched in sweat but not looking overly fatigued.
The trailblazer pointed in the direction of the equipment room and Paul walked
with him, getting the feeling that there was something he wanted to discuss in
private. There weren’t many other Archons in the sanctum, but he sensed
something was up so he went along quietly until they got into the equipment
room and Rio still wouldn’t say anything.


What? he asked telepathically, almost shouting it as the other
titan began to pull a set of fresh clothes from a rack on the wall.


Rio didn’t say anything, but he did stop picking out
clothes and turned around to look at him.


Paul crossed his arms over his chest and stared back,
wondering what the hell he was up to and deciding to wait him out. After a few
minutes he got a battlemeld prompt from Rio and accepted it, then a series of
images/thoughts flashed into his mind.


Rio immediately pointed a finger at him when he felt a
twitch in his fellow Archon. “So you do recognize them?”


“I don’t know…what are you showing me?”


“You tell me.”


“I just said I…”


Rio raised his eyebrows, waiting for a response.


“Those aren’t sensory. Where did you get them?”


“A dream. A repetitive dream that is very illusive.
You’ve had it too, otherwise you wouldn’t have reacted that way.”


“What way?”


“That flinch of recognition.”


“Dude, I really don’t know what this stuff is. I can’t
remember ever seeing it before, and I don’t typically recall dreams so…”


“Well I do,” Rio said, dropping the battlemeld link.
“I always have. Maybe not for long, but a few minutes after waking up they
stick around…this one, however, is very elusive. What I just shared with you is
fragments I’ve pieced together, and is probably half crap. It’s familiar to your
subconscious mind, I sensed it in you, even if you can’t remember. That’s why I
didn’t say anything coming over here. I wanted a raw response.”


“What is it you just showed me? For some reason I
can’t picture it again.”


Rio shook his head in dismay. “Son of a bitch, they’re
at it again.”


“They?”


“V’kit’no’sat, dragons…whoever wrote this part of the
psionics. I’ve been having these dreams ever since Ubven, and I think I might
have been having them even before that and the ascension just kicked them up a little
higher into my consciousness. I’m wildly guessing here, Paul, but I think they
might have started with Sav.”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “Show me again.”


“This is pretty much fiction I’ve compiled, like
notes, because I can’t pull up the actual images when I’m awake,” he said,
reestablishing the battlemeld and sending Paul a series of flashes of…


“The architecture looks V’kit’no’sat.”


“Yeah it does. I don’t know if that’s legit or my mind
is just filling in the blanks with what I know, but that’s not the point. The glowy thing is.”


“Why do I see a whip and hat?”


“Again, filler from my memories. Focus on the
context.”


“This is so muddled that…”


“You reacted to something in there. Try to find it,”
Rio insisted.


Paul sighed and tried to go passive, feeling what he
was ‘seeing’ and trying to get a sense of it. “Run it through a few times more
quickly.”


Rio did as asked, but Paul couldn’t come up with
anything definitive.


“I got nothing.”


“Focus on what’s missing.”


“Meaning?”


“Compare a moment ago when you didn’t know it was
coming. Like a scary movie that you jump out of your seat at.”


“For the record, I’ve never done that.”


“Quit fighting me on this, it’s important,” Rio
underscored. “Before your memory fades, compare the now to the then and see if
anything is missing. A scary movie you don’t react to still has the memory of
when you should be jumpy and don’t until you’ve seen it a lot of times.”


“Run it again,” Paul said, taking Rio at his word and
trying to focus. It took seven more play-throughs of the collage of images and
flashes of emotion before he finally spotted a tiny discrepancy.


“I don’t know if this is my imagination or not, but
there feels like a dead spot.”


“Where?”


“Run it through slowly and I’ll stop you.”


Rio did as asked then Paul mentally pinged him when he
hit the spot. It was an image of a forest landscape viewed from just above the
treetops.


“This it?” Rio said, focusing and pausing that bit of
the sequence.


“Yes, but I don’t know why.”


“Every time I run this through my head I think it degrades
even more,” Rio admitted. “I get the dream again and if I can hang onto a piece
of it, it realigns. Sharing it with you might be causing the degradation to
snowball.”


“So what now?”


“Now I try and focus on that bit the next time I have
the dream.”


“You mean when you wake up for those first few
minutes?”


“That’s my note taking time, but I think I’m still
active in the dream. Just a hunch, because I’ve got nothing to back it up
with.”


“So you think this is psionic related?”


“I thought I was being stupid earlier but couldn’t let
it go. Now I know I’m not because you’ve seen the same thing whether you
remember it now or not.”


“Why did you say Sav?”


Rio cringed.


“Just spit it out already.”


“This is so without merit that I’m afraid I’m going to
bias you going forward.”


“Bias me then. I want to know what you’re thinking.”


Rio held up his left hand and extended two fingers out
in a ‘V’ then pointed them up to his eyes in the old school hand signal for
‘keep your eyes open.’ It took a moment for Paul to realize that wasn’t what he
was doing. Rather, he was just pointing at his eyes…


His twinkling grey eyes. 


“There’s no mention in the database for the color
change,” Rio reminded him. “And if I’m guessing right, the dream started when I
got them.”


“Tier 3,” Paul echoed, his mind racing with the
possible implications…which were numerous considering they had so little data
to rule anything out with. “To what end?”


“I don’t know, but I doubt it’s there without a
reason.”


Paul glared at him. “And this was the first you thought
about mentioning it to us?”


“Do you mention every whiff of thought that passes
through your head? The only thing I have to go on is corroboration from you.
Beyond that it’s just a daydream.”


“Oh no, you’re not getting away with that, buddy.
You’ve been suspecting this a while, confirmation or no. You should have said
something.”


“There are only four of us that have a pair of Tier
3s, and you’re the only addition since me. Your ascension is fresh, so I
thought I’d try out this stupid theory and probably get made fun of for
it…which is also why I wasn’t going to tell you if you didn’t respond to the
images I sent you.”


Paul rolled his eyes. “Just because we make fun of you
doesn’t mean we don’t care,” he said with a touch of sarcasm. 


“Have you ever tried to put meaning to your dreams?”


“Not when I’m awake, no. I figure they’re just
incoherent nonsense that’s the result of thinking with only a piece of your
brain active.”


“Well, I’ve always thought there was a little bit more
to that and I wanted to explore those stupid notions in private.”


Paul held up a hand. “Alright, alright. You win. I
have side projects that I’m working on and haven’t told you guys about, and
won’t, unless they pan out, so I can see what you mean.”


Rio frowned. “What kind of side projects?”


“The kind that keep Clan Saber ahead of you morons.
Don’t change the subject.”


The titan pointed an accusing finger at him. “Sharing
is caring…especially when it involves new toys.”


“Like I said, I don’t share until I have something
worth sharing…which basically means I’m arguing against myself as of two
minutes ago. Fine, you kept these dreams to yourself but now we know a bit
more. Where do you want to go from here?”


“I got more conscious access to the dreams after my
second Tier 3. We need to confer with Jason and Morgan.”


“And?”


“And what?”


“I sense another stupid idea you’re holding back.”


Rio frowned. “The dreams are random. I can’t predict
when they will happen, but it seems to be, on average, every two weeks or so,
but with wide fluctuations. The stupid idea would be you trying to peek on my
dreams and consciously see what I can’t.”


Paul sighed. “Yeah that is stupid…but it makes sense.”


“Except that we can’t realistically do that.”


“Oh can’t we?”


“You can’t lose hours staying awake watching me in the
hopes of catching something.”


“Me, no. I’m in too heavy of training and I’ve got
this brand new psionic to work out…but we can always recruit a few dozen other
Archons to take shifts with you at night holding your hand.”


Rio cringed at the thought of having someone in his
room and head while he tried to relax and rest. He wondered why that was,
because he could sleep in the middle of a crowded, noisy room if he wanted to.
His quarters, however, had become something of a sanctuary. A place he’d
trained himself to let his guard down so he could more fully heal. If he was
going to be watched he’d need to do it elsewhere so he didn’t break the habit.


“They can be hot chicks, right?”


“Is there an Archon girl that’s not hot?”


Rio considered that, rifling through his memories.
“You’ve got a point there.”


“I’m sure you’ll get a fair amount of volunteers. Have
each take a 1 or 2-hour shift and see if they come up with anything.”


“Why didn’t I think of doing that before?”


“Because it’s stupid,” Paul explained pithily. “But
sometimes stupid works.”


“Do your conversations with Jason go like this?”


“No, ours are more intelligent. I only pick up the
stupid vibe around you and a few others.”


Rio nodded. “Thought so. Thanks for the suggestion,”
he said, brushing past Paul and heading for one of the shower booths. “I’ll comm you the results.”


“No problem,” Paul said, heading for the door and back
to his quarters to do a little database digging before he dove back into his
training regimen that had already been disrupted by the past day’s events. Something
about what Rio told him felt…significant, and he really wished he’d mentioned
it sooner so Paul and the others could have been on the look for it in their
own sleep sessions.



 

Ielia-521993 pulled up a chair next to Rio’s bed in an
empty set of generic quarters as he layed down, head
hitting the pillow and wondering which posture he should choose, which she
could guess by his awkwardness.


“Toss and turn all you want,” the striker said
agreeably, “I’ll adjust to you. If you’re stiff, odds are you won’t enter dream
state, so try and relax.”


“Thank you,” Rio said, rolling over on his right side
as she slid her chair closer and put a hand gently on his neck. “If you see
anything weird bouncing around my head I’m pleading ignorant.”


“I’m just a passive observer unless we hit pay dirt.
Don’t want you kicking me out of the Clan for snooping around inside your head,
now do I?”


“Honestly, I hadn’t even thought about that.”


“I’m here for the mission,” she said quickly. “I’ll
stick to it, curiosity or not. Trust me or you’ll never get to sleep.”


“I can trust once…but not twice.”


“You won’t need twice. Me and
the others have already discussed this. No prying, pranks, or anything other
than business. If there’s a V’kit’no’sat secret buried in your dreams we want
you to find it so you can pass it on to us down the road.”


“Kiss goodnight?” 


Ielia leaned forward and
gave him a peck on the side of his head. “Goodnight. Dream of superpowers.”


“Would if I could,” Rio said, closing his eyes. “But
I’m afraid this is going to be totally random. Go ahead and knock me out, then
let me surf on my own.”


“Alright,” Ielia said, using
her touch to bypass the Ikrid blocks and Rio’s own defenses, which he had
lowered, and force him into unconsciousness. He went down into a sleep state
without a fight, then she released her influence and just became the passive
observer. When she let go he didn’t push his way back to consciousness, meaning
that he really had trusted her and was now in a fairly deep sleep that was
sliding even further. She didn’t know when the dreams would start, so she kept
a link to the tiny piece of his conscious mind that was functioning, watching
the blank ‘movie screen’ for about 20 minutes until bits and pieces of random
stuff started popping up…all of which was skewed due to the lack of full brain
power being applied.


Ielia had never looked at
someone’s dreams before, and these looked like an artistic attempt at a
stylistic cartoon that didn’t care for physics. Rio’s dreams held that
semblance for a while until they crystalized a bit when Mario and Luigi got
into a pie flinging fight with the Three Stooges…who had telekinesis and
bioshields. 


Halfway during that fight, which was in far more
detail than the rest of his dreams, Ielia’s relief
quietly snuck into the quarters through the unlocked door. The mage had a brief
telepathic conversation with her so as not to wake Rio, then she lightly
grabbed his wrist and they both watched another minute of the odd fight before Ielia let go of his neck and the mental feed shut off. She
snuck out of the room ninja quiet and got halfway down the hallway before she
busted out laughing, no longer needing to hold it in. 


She’d always wondered what went through a
trailblazer’s mind, and had suspected there might be all kinds of high end
intellectual thought all the way down to primal, lustful fantasies…but honestly
that pie fight was way better and fit their reputation to a ‘T.’ The image of
Luigi slinging a trio of pies at Curly and the bald guy blocking them all with
a raised hand and a bioshield before uttering a ‘whoop, whoop, whoop’ taunt was
too much for her to handle and had Ielia giggling for
the next ten minutes.


She’d be back two days later to take another shift,
one that had her coming in when Rio was already asleep. After that she’d drop
in for one or two a week for the next two months before one of the ‘watchers’
hit what they thought was pay dirt. 
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“Define block?” Paul said, crossing his arms over his
chest as he leaned against a wall in the hallway as one of the watchers
explained to him and Rio about the anomaly.


“It’s pretty self-explanatory,” Paula-610445 said, a
bit miffed. “I was monitoring his dreams just like I have every other night
I’ve pulled a shift, then a piece of his mind disconnected from my vision. I
didn’t lose my connection. I was still in his head and could monitor his body
and most aspects of his mind, but wherever his bit of consciousness
transitioned I was not allowed. It lasted through to the next shift for about
five minutes then he came out of it and into a dreamless state. I stayed the
entire time until he reverted back to normal. There was nothing external
triggering it, or releasing him from it. I was simply blocked from seeing
whatever he was thinking or dreaming at the time.”


“Well that was a gigantic waste of time,” Rio said,
blowing out a frustrated breath.


“Yes and no,” Paul differed. “We’ve found a camouflage
tarp. That means there’s something underneath meant to be hidden. Something
important.”


“Well I can’t get at it,” Paula said apologetically.
“Maybe someone stronger would have better luck.”


“I don’t doubt your skills, and I think if even Aaron
had been the one observing he would have been blocked out as well. No, there’s
something significant about these dreams that the designers don’t want anyone
else to know about. Did you pull anything new this time?”


“No,” Rio said regretfully. “But I do know it was the
same dream and I’ve got a little bit better retention of the details. They’ll
probably fade like normal, but right now I don’t recognize anything new.”


“Show me.”


Rio took a moment then sent Paul a copy of his
recollection. It was about the same as last time, but bits were missing that
were there before, along with new pieces having been added. On the whole it was
the same, but the fine details had shifted slightly, probably with Rio’s memory
slurry having been degraded with repetitive ‘looks’ as he tried to analyze it.
Paul sent him a battlemeld prompt and when he accepted they compared mental notes,
allowing Rio to reconstruct a bit more using Paul’s perspective on what he’d
shown him previously as a baseline.


The image of the sky over the forest, the supposed
important part, added four dots that hadn’t been there before. 


“I’ve seen those stars before,” Paul said, not being
able to remember when, but knowing in his gut that they were familiar.


“Why do you call them stars?” 


“I don’t…no, not stars. Suns. One is white…I don’t
remember the others.”


“A centralized quad system,” Rio added, with the images
seeming to pop back into memory…though for some reason he couldn’t make out the
colors either. 


“Not too many of those.”


“Map,” Rio said, glancing at Paula belatedly.


“I’m thinking I’m out of the loop now, aren’t I?” she
asked.


“You’re welcome to tag along,” Paul offered. 


The striker held up a hand. “No no.
You guys run along to whatever it is you’re doing. Are we done with the night
sessions or do you want us to keep looking.”


“Other than counting how many I have there’s no point.
So no, we’re done. Thank you.”


“Sorry I couldn’t be more help.”


“You gave us something useful,” Paul added. “But it
looks like something we’re going to have to work from the inside out.”


Paula threw both trailblazers a two fingered salute as
she spun on her heels, then silently walked off. 


Rio looked at Paul.


“Before training,” he said, with both of them heading
to find a secure terminal.



 

Kara sat in the command chair on the Clan Ghostblade Ma’kri-class warship as the ship’s
captain and crew handled the rundown of the lizard jumpship, confident that
they could do the task without her input after all these years of experience.
It had already been snared by a slew of namis, now they were in the process of
picking apart key systems with precision weapons strikes before it had a chance
to flee like the rest of the convoy. The two jumpships that had been carrying
cruisers never even bothered to deploy them in self-defense, jumping out along
with the other 14 large vessels and abandoning the snared one to the Star Force
ship, knowing that they didn’t have a chance of fighting it out and winning.


Back in the day they would have always gone after two
lizard ships simultaneously, so that they could capture both then shunt the
lizard crews over to one and send them on their way while keeping the other
ship as their prize. But today, and in previous years, Kara had gotten in the
habit of being a bit more bold on some smaller raids, and her catching the convoy
in this system had been luck rather than planning, so she was going to raid this
ship in traditional pirate fashion, with the first task being to disarm the
limited defensive weapons it had, including shield generators.


After that came comm systems
and anything else shallow to the hull that could be smashed, but she left the
ship’s gravity drives untouched. They were currently dampened by the namis,
which had gone through considerable upgrades over the years, and were now
sticking to the shields like ticks and emitting their IDF fields to neutralize
the drives. When the shields went down they dropped to the hull and likewise
held the giant ship in place while the Ma’kri went about redecorating the hull
as it liked.


When all preparations were underway and the system
scans were reading clear, for the rest of the convoy had already jumped out of
the system onto the next leg of its journey, she called in her own ships that
were out on the system’s periphery and waited for the small flotilla to arrive
before she stepped out of the hangar bay and flew over to the lizard ship ahead
of the boarding craft to follow.


Once inside it was standard neutralization, stunning
everything in sight either through weapons or psionics. The Ghostblade
commandos that followed helped to do the same as techs came with them and began
looting the ship of cargo that Kara wanted. While the Clan leader and the
warriors played tag with the ship’s crew, the army of ant-like workers scurried
around the massive cargo holds scouting out what was available and carrying
back what they wanted to their dropships, making many round trips through the
process.


Eventually Kara got half the ship napping before her
ships’ holds were filled, for she hadn’t brought the necessary vessels to clear
out everything, let alone to take the ship as a prize, so once the pirates were
done they retreated to their dropships and left, with Kara being the last man
out and flying over to the Ma’kri superman style as the dropships returned to
their industry ships. 


Kara had 97 of the vessels in this neutral system as a
staging point to bring resources to from other raids. Jumpships full of cargo
would find the fleet, slowly feed over the resources and receive back the
finished products, whether it be machine parts, clothing, or ammunition, with
none of the industry ships having the spare space to hold finished goods. They
were all compact units designed for the task of creation, not storage, thus all
the booty that Kara collected had to be stored on other ships waiting nearby.


Since she didn’t have any of those here now and had
only hopped over to the star to jump the lizard convoy as it had the misfortune
of coming through her secret rendezvous spot, what little cargo space they did
have was filled to the brim now and would be replaced with the goods as the raw
materials that they’d stolen were transformed into them.


Fortunately the industry ships had their own fleet of
dropships and staff of personnel ranging from techs to accountants to warriors.
Each ship was a mini-city of its own, small in size but when connected to the
rest of the varied fleet became the Ghostblade civilization in a Battlestar Galactica sort of way.
Some of the industry ships were ore processors, others were shipyards and
bioharvest, while the ones that were eating the finished materials they’d
stolen from the lizards were fabrication models. Each was staffed with
specialized crew as well as some redundant facilities so people wouldn’t have
to be hopping from one ship to another on a daily commute.


That said, ship to ship transfer via dropship was
common, even in a fleet as small as this one. Kara currently had thousands of
the industry ships under her command, scattered around lizard territory in a
few select spots that kept changing as per her orders. If the lizards ever saw
a pattern and went looking for them they’d be too late, for systems like this
were only a temporary holding point. The Ghostblade ‘territory’ was actually
these ships, rather than any geographic location.


They’d also been doing a bit of mining of their own in
the system, for now that they had a decent sized fleet they weren’t relying on only
piracy to fuel it. Kara still wanted to grab as many lizard resources and ships
as she could, and even had a few special industry ships designed for the
exclusive purpose of stripping down captured vessels for recycling. None of
those ‘chop shop’ ships were here though, for this was just an outreach group.
The much larger fleets were roaming on the edge of Star Force borders where
they could stay somewhat linked into current events.


Updates would flow out to the other fleets as
available via courier ships, so it wasn’t until 4 months after Paul sent his
initial message to her did Kara finally receive it two days after the raid when
a Ghostblade jumpship arrived bringing with it a load of raw ore and database
updates to pass along.


When Kara checked her messages she found not one, but
two from Paul, with the first being his inquiry into Rio’s dreams. He said he
also thought he had them but couldn’t remember even the slightest detail
without prodding. The second message explained further how the dreams
themselves were protected from external viewing and wanted to know if she knew
anything about this.


Kara waited a long moment, hoping some insight would
pop up in response to these revelations, but none did. She mentally sorted through
everything she had learned over the years from the knowledge implants the
Zak’de’ron had given her, but there was nothing relating to dreams that she had
ever discovered and nothing new was popping up now. She waited until the next
outgoing ship was available before she composed a reply, hoping something would
change but it didn’t. Kara had no knowledge of this, nor could she ever
remember having the dream, even though she had been given Sav
and Rio suspected that was when this had all begun. 



 

“I’m sorry, Paul, but I’ve got nothing. I’ve racked my
brain trying to find even the slightest reference, but nada. I can’t help you
with this, and I doubt something is buried inside my head if it didn’t come out
now. Always a possibility, but would be a break from form. I’m guessing the
dragons didn’t feel like giving me a cheat sheet on this one. I’ll try to be on
the lookout in my own dreams, but as far as I know I rarely have any, so I’m
not too hopeful there.”


“Wish I could be more help. Keep me in the loop as
often as you can. Maybe something more you learn will trigger a memory down the
road. As for the system you described, I checked through the map myself and
didn’t come up with anything either. 239 matching candidates and nothing about
them stood out to me. I don’t know what else to do on this one other than to
wait and cross my fingers, as useless as that sounds. Hope you and Rio have
better luck.”


Paul watched the hologram shrug, then Kara’s image
disappeared. He kicked the wall under his terminal in frustration. She’d been
their best hope of getting some answers, but whatever this was it seemed they
were on their own. He’d had no luck with his own dreams, unable to remember
ever having them other than weird corroborations when Rio showed him something.
Morgan and Jason likewise couldn’t recall anything, though they hadn’t met up
with them in person to get the telepathic images that Rio had given Paul. Maybe
when that eventually happened down the road they’d recognize something, but for
right now it was all on Rio and Paul…and all he could do was act as a
calibrating rod and try to help Rio sort out what he learned and maintain the
memory of it better.


“Well that’s a great way to start the day,” he said as
he spun up out of his chair and headed for the door, workout gear already on as
he headed for the sanctum and his morning run of 10 miles. He completed it in
the standard 42 minutes then headed over to another chamber to meet up with Rio
and give him the good news.


When he opened the door he walked through a short
airlock, letting the first door close before the second would open, then he was
in the ‘danger room’ with a lot of small, orb-like objects flying around. Paul
stayed on the edge and out of the engagement zone, but he could see Rio
knocking several of them into the walls with telekinetic blows and knew to keep
his eyes open in case one came his way. 


“Need something?” Rio yelled without stopping his
engagement with the hundreds of little stun bots that were desperately trying
to make physical contact with him. 


Got a message
from Kara, Paul telepathically replied. She
has absolutely no idea what we’re talking about. Not even a twitch of
recollection.


Rio rolled to the side to avoid a dive of two of the
little bots before telekinetically throwing them behind him, then he evaded a
few more while he built up additional power in his Ubven nodules. When he
peaked it out he batted a few more aside to give him space enough to detonate,
then with a flinch of physical effort that Paul could see he released the pent
up Lachka energy.


It expanded out into a huge volume that swallowed up
all the bots, invisible to the naked eye but visible to Paul if he’d bothered
to use his Rentar ability. He didn’t, merely holding position against the wall
as all the bots froze midair, locked into a super dense telekinetic field that
lingered on even after Rio released the effort. It’d remain there for several
seconds, depending on the size of the field and the density that he’d created,
but while everything solid and liquid was physically locked in place as if the
room had suddenly filled up with invisible sand, Rio casually strolled through
it, immune to his own effect due to a passive emission from his Ubven tissue.


Had Paul wanted to walk out to him he would have ran
into a solid wall around the edges, but able to push his way in slowly if he
used his Rentar to ‘melt’ away the Lachka field. Rio’s immunity worked far
better, with his stride barely showing any hindrance at all. When he got to the
edge he reached out telekinetically to hit the switch on the wall ending the
simulation a split second after the Ubven field fizzled and the orbs started to
move about very slowly, gaining speed with every tenth of a second until they
broke free into normal movement.


But by then the signal had already been sent out and
they no longer angled towards Rio, rather flying up towards wall niches that
opened to allow them access to their docking berths.


“So what do we do now?” he asked, arms spread wide in
a gesture of exasperation.


“I guess we do it the hard way,” Paul answered, not
liking it either. “If this is a test, then we’re going to have to pass it as
designed…and be ‘we’ I mean ‘you’ for the most part. Kara couldn’t remember the
dreams either, and I’m guessing that no one with a single Tier 3 will be able
to. Either Ubven is different or it’s just a quirk that you’re able to pull
enough to be aware of it.”


“I hate to say this…”


“…but what if we need all 8 Tier 3s?” Paul finished
for him.


“It would explain why no Zen’zat ever had to deal with
this, and maybe why Kara has no memory. Something so exclusive that they didn’t
expect us to achieve it.”


“He did give her the Vorch’nas before he knew we could
cheat our way into new abilities.”


“Share,” Rio corrected him. “At least one of us has to
earn them.”


“True, and maybe this is the same deal.”


“Tier 4?” Rio floated.


Paul bit his lip. “Kara knows about Tier 4, but not
these dreams.”


“She knows about Tier 3 too, but not our eyes,” Rio
said, pointing at his own twinkling grey orbs.


“I really want it to be a gateway into Tier 4 too, but
I wouldn’t put any credits on that.”


“Actually, if it’s not Tier 4 it’s gotta
be something else that big if multiple Tier 3s are a prerequisite.”


“That thought alone is enough for me to keep a dream journal.”


Rio raised an eyebrow. “You’re keeping a dream
journal?”


“Yeah. I keep a datapad beside my bed and write down
whatever I can remember when I wake up before it fully fades.”


“Worth a try.”


“It’s still blank,” Paul said flatly. 
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March 13, 2890


Deering System
(Core Region)


Gray (Clan
Aquaman Capitol)



 

Lens-087 dove off the pier headfirst into the warm
ocean that covered only a small fraction of the planet’s surface, but every
liter of it belonged to Clan Aquaman while the land, save for a mile deep
around the shore, belonged to Mainline Star Force and six other Clans. He’d
built several narrow cities on the perimeter of the Tear Drop to function as
intermediaries between his Clan and the rest of the planet, but most of his
infrastructure and population was situated beneath the waves.


He hadn’t built any surface water cities, with
everything sitting on the seafloor or dug in beneath it. At the center of the
Tear Drop was a 19 mile deep hole, at the base of which sat a basin that held
one of his largest and most secure cities. In the past Star Force couldn’t have
built anything that deep, but their technology had progressed to the point
where it wasn’t an issue now, though at those depths no free swimming was
possible, not even for the scattering of Elarioni in his Clan.


Those few he’d been able to recruit due to Clan
Aquaman still maintaining a narrow hold on aquatic dominance within Star Force,
but most of the superior aquatics race that had chosen to join a Clan were now
part of Clan Alterra. Erin had beat him to the punch and, as a result of
recruiting Ariel to her Clan, had pulled all the best and brightest Elarioni to
her save for a few. They’d helped her Clan jump their aquatics division up to
rank #2, surpassing Kyler’s Clan Cloud only 9 years ago and creeping their way
toward the Aquamen. 


Len’s Clan was superior all around if you took the
Elarioni out of the equation, despite the advancements they’d helped the
Alterra make in terms of technology and tactics, but now that there were no
rules regarding the makeup of a Clan the Elarioni were now counted in the
scoring and were giving Erin’s civilization a huge boost…one that Lens was
desperately trying to stay ahead of. Some of the Elarioni recognized his
methodology was superior and wanted to help him out, hence they’d thrown in
with his Clan, almost out of pity for how much the other Elarioni had shifted
the balance of power within the ‘JV teams.’ The independent Elarioni
civilization still held a considerable advantage, though no actual competitions
were held to determine exactly how dominate they would be.


He privately thought Clan Alterra could best them now,
but sadly Aquaman could not. Hand to hand in the water the Elarioni were just
too damn agile. Equipment-wise was another story, and even with millennia of
fine tuning what the Elarioni had was not necessarily better than what Star
Force was using now, thanks to the sharing Ariel and others had done, giving
Star Force the benefit of their experience. 


There were still some technological secrets that the
Elarioni held on to, but for the most part everything they knew Star Force now
knew, and Lens and the other aquatics leaders weren’t squeezing them for
details. They were a private race in some regards, though they also wanted to
exert influence with the other water dwelling races that Star Force had
relations with, so there was a dichotomy in their social structure that
inevitably led to a lot of sharing…including Star Force secrets flowing back to
them from the Elarioni that served in Mainline and now the Clans.


Lens didn’t think there were any thefts of material or
schematics occurring, but what one individual learned they could always share
with others. It was their personal knowledge and Star Force didn’t try to clamp
down on such things, though there were sensitive items, like comm systems, that the individuals involved with knew not
to share. A single leak there could lead to disaster, but as far as how to
build better aquatics craft or engineer training drills was knowledge that was
best shared within the Star Force community that included empire members and
associates.


Though there were also a number of known links to less
than friendly races who coopted former Star Force personnel for a price. Again,
there was no theft going on there, just organizations and nations looking for a
quick way to jump the learning curve by recruiting talent. It was a form of
competition that Lens could appreciate, for he and Erin were doing the exact
same thing by bringing in Elarioni, and he was still kicking himself for
letting her get to Ariel first. 


But that was behind him now and the landscape was set.
Clan Aquaman would pull people from every race available to gain an advantage,
and as of now he had some 19 different aquatics races and 4 non-aquatics under
his command, all of which were working together to up their power ranking and
further develop their little pocket civilization within Star Force. They had
bits of territory on six other planets that had water and 4 that didn’t, with
those 4 all being in Sol, but this Ocean was entirely theirs and where Lens was
putting most of his resources into building a stronghold that even the
V’kit’no’sat would have a tough time conquering.


19 miles of water made for a decent shield against
orbital bombardment, though he knew some weapons would even be able to get
through that, but the extra defense always made sense to him, which was why he
put his largest city at the deepest point in the Tear Drop. Other
infrastructure was spread out through the middle depths and the shallows, with
one more recent addition being within half a mile of the shore but unconnected
via subsurface tunnels.


That was a security issue, requiring one to swim to
get to the location. Lens often chose to go the direct route rather than finding
a ship to hop a ride on, with him wearing nothing but a wetsuit and breath mask
today, preferring to feel the water on his skin rather than be insulated from
it in a suit of armor.


As he dove beneath the surface he passed by schools of
fish and other sea creatures, none large enough to try and eat him, but there
were a few races in the depths that could. They normally avoided the shallows
and anywhere there was infrastructure, but to be on the safe side there were
barrier nets surrounding the shallows cities. The energy barriers allowed the
water to flow through but not solids unless you had an access code. That
allowed ships to pass through but the dangerous wildlife, none sufficiently
advanced to actually talk to, were kept out and the miles of ‘safe’ territory
had been screened thoroughly to make sure none had been missed.


That said, free water swimming was frowned upon
outside the safe zones while not being technically banned. He trusted his
people to know the difference as to when was a good time to go and not, but as
for him he wasn’t concerned, even if this had been deep water. His psionics
allowed him to detect and deter even the largest of the aquatic predators if
need be. It was the low level and non-Archons that were at risk, including the
Elarioni, for some of the wildlife could match them in speed, which was quite
alarming.


Some had questioned the wisdom of setting up in an
unfriendly ocean, but Star Force had done it back on Earth originally and Lens
wasn’t too concerned here. Yes, there were other bodies of water without
predators or even wildlife at all, but this was the one that had become
available to them via trade and he’d taken it, challenges and all, and his Clan
was flourishing as a result…save for the competition from Clan Alterra.


Knowing that he wasn’t going to beat them at their own
game concerning Elarioni recruitment he’d been searching for other angles and
had finally found one…or rather created one, in a crazy co-op with the Dvapp to
help them develop a new kind of aquatics technology. That was insane, given
that the Dvapp didn’t live underwater, but his apparent stupidity was beginning
to show merit as a recently developed and quiet research facility had been
built along the shore in the shallows and had Lens working there most days of
the week.


Today was no exception, so as he swam by a few schools
of tiny fish he dolphin-kicked his way down to an entrance and passed through a
waterlock into the interior that was air-filled. Most Clan Alterra facilities
were now water-filled, given their number of Elarioni, but Clan Aquaman was
about 60/40 air to water. A lot of his aquatics races were also capable of air
breathing, so he didn’t have issues with needing a lot of water-only
structures. That said, his air-breathing ones often had submerged compartments
or tunnels, with swimming from one location to another being as common as
walking.


That had been deliberate to encourage casual swimming
to further their skills through use rather than exclusively workouts…but Humans
were still groundpounders and needed to live in that
environment, as did the Dvapp who were working in this facility with him.


There were 329 of them here, and while they could move
about under water it was a new experience for them. They didn’t breathe via
lungs, but rather ‘soaked’ oxygen in through their crystalline bodies. They
didn’t need much, and could get enough from the water if the concentration
levels were high enough, but their swimming skills were still in their infancy
and right now he needed them comfortable and focusing on their tech rather than
struggling to get around in water-filled infrastructure.


So when Lens passed through the waterlock he entered a
facility that was air-only save for the hangar bays where their prototypes were
berthed and the lap pool where he was trying to teach some of them to swim,
though with their amorphous bodies they had virtually an infinite number of
propulsion possibilities. The Dvapp were intrigued with the idea of developing
their own aquatics division and had agreed to help Lens advance his in exchange
for them sharing the results of their research.


Lens pulled off his breath mask and retracted it into
a small pouch behind his neck on the collar of his wetsuit, then walked with
bare feet down the hallways as most of the staff did while the Dvapp moved
around either in bipedal form or as long snakes wriggling to and fro. One of
them coming down the hallway Lens was in stopped about ten meters in front of
him and squished together into a thick puddle of what looked like white crystal
mush, then it rose up from the center and resolved into a stocky biped with two
arms, two legs, a stubby head and no facial features whatsoever.


“We have good news,” it said in English, though the
pronunciation was coming from body vibrations rather than vocal chords. That
gave it an echoing sound, but the words were spot on. The Dvapp, like most
races in the ADZ, had incorporated English into their cultures given that it
was the trade language that all others used. The old one had receded in
prominence, though it and many others were still used in various sectors, but
the Star Force language is what bound everyone in the ADZ and expansion regions
together, with the Dvapp realizing that they needed to learn and master it in
order to facilitate their interconnection with the overall community, though
that was still limited to very restricted activities, for they preferred their
privacy in most cases.


“Tell me it’s the form shift?” Lens almost pleaded
with ‘him,’ though technically Dvapp didn’t have a gender.


“It is,” Ga’rel confirmed,
vibrating his body in a ripple that sounded like metallic clinking and was a
sign of excitement for them. “An adjustment made last night compensated for the
tension issues. The new crystal slurry is maintaining rigidity throughout under
level 18 pressure.”


Lens pulled a slow, silent fist pump, knowing how
significant that sentence was. This issue had been plaguing their research for
the past 11 months and been holding back a whole line of experiments that could
now begin. “Well done.”


“We knew we would solve the riddle eventually. Your
formula is new to us, and its impressiveness will not deter our applying
applications as we familiarize ourselves with it.”


“We just took yours and upgraded it.”


“You altered it in a way we had never considered. Now
that we are becoming accustomed to it, I anticipate several more breakthroughs
in the coming years.”


“I’m hoping,” Lens agreed. “Is the dart ready for its
run?”


“It is as of 15 minutes ago.”


“I’m headed out then. Carry on.”


The Dvapp leaned forward and fell onto the floor,
melting back into a snake and moving on down the hallway and around a corner. A
lot of them chose bipedal form as a form of courtesy when talking with bipeds,
but it seemed a lot of them preferred to move about as snakes. When he’d asked
them about that earlier they said it was just a personal preference, but about
two thirds of those assigned to this research mission were inclined to do the
worm rather than walk. 


Lens passed a few more as he navigated his way through
one chamber to another enroute to one of seven hangars. It was the one meant
for external use rather than construction, and in it were several of the
sea-worthy prototypes, including the Dart-class
speed craft that he’d helped design to replace the traditional streak that Star
Force was still using. 


Right now it didn’t look very speedy, for it sat
bobbing in a cubical berth with an energy net set across the open side that
connected to the communal pool, on the far side of which was a tunnel that led
to a much larger waterlock, though this one had shield pass-through capability
rather than double doors so traffic wouldn’t back up. It had doors as well, and
right now they were closed, for very few missions were active. Most of their
research was still unfortunately in the development stage.


The dart was their most capable design, and the
smallest, with it sitting in the pocket of water with an exposed seat on top.
It was designed for a biped, which the Dvapp could accommodate to and therefore
useable by both Star Force and their race down the road.


Lens hopped into the water beside the craft and swam a
couple of meters to get to it, then climbed up the side using a series of
handholds that were basically depressions into the rock solid goo. The
artificial gravity drive had already been powered up, so the ball-like glob
didn’t spin to the side when he climbed. Rather it compensated for his weight
and only wobbled a few inches as he leveraged his way up on top and sat down in
the bathtub-like depression.


The cockpit was made of traditional materials, as far
as Star Force was concerned, with the bulk of the craft being the amorphous
crystalline formula that the Dvapp had mastered over the course of their
development and which Lens and a team of Star Force techs had upgraded,
crudely, far beyond what the Dvapp had ever considered. Most of that upgrade
had to do with compatibility with the water, though there were some higher
level sciences involved taken from knowledge in the V’kit’no’sat database and
transferred to the Dvapp tech, for which there was no matching counterpart in
the records.


There were many shape-shifting technologies, but more
like what the Voku used. The crystalline slurry was something the V’kit’no’sat
hadn’t seen much of, and nothing on the level that the Dvapp used, so Len’s
techs didn’t have the luxury of just copying and pasting the data…they had to
figure this one out for themselves.


What they’d come up with they’d given over to the
Dvapp, who were the real miracle workers here. The crude formula Lens gave them
had been refined considerably given their experience with the technology,
enough to form the bulk of the dart that he was now sitting in. When he hit a
button on his control board the depressions in the outer hull that he’d used to
climb up with melted and disappeared. Simultaneously material from the bulk
sitting below him in the water rose up around him, eventually climbing over his
head with the wide tendrils touching and meshing together, completely sealing
him inside a bubble that kept both water, air, and light out.


Internal illumination took over, with the crystalline
structure actually glowing blue, though his control board was already lit up
enough for him to see by. He remotely deactivated the energy gate and trolled
the now covered blob out into the wide communal pool, getting several meters of
distance away from the side walls before he triggered the transformation.


When he did his cockpit bulge sank, partially
submerging as the white crystalline material stretched out into a thick, but
pointy needle giving it the ‘dart’ moniker. The thickest point was in the rear,
where the solid cockpit now sat with a bit of material behind him that tapered
down into a much shorter point for streamlining purposes. 


Lens grabbed the steering wheel/joystick and moved the
dart forward, turning to the right with the straight needle-shape of the craft
bending to facilitate the turn. Even though he was moving at creeping speeds
the agility of that bend was one of the glaring reasons why this tech was
better than the rigid hulls that Star Force aquatics had used for centuries.
Bendable tech could be fashioned, and had been in the past, but nothing like
what this little baby was capable of.


His dart literally wrapped itself around the curve he
ordered it to make, then it straightened out again as he headed through the
short tunnel, triggering the doors to open and exiting through the protective
energy fields that were keeping the hangar separate from the seawater and the
wildlife outside. He kept his speeds low to avoid crushing any of them, then he
went ahead and sent out a telepathic signal to cause them to move out of his
way. They might not have been able to talk to him, but he could still
communicate with them to a degree, which ironically allowed him to live up to
the Clan name he’d chosen even before he knew psionics existed.


Trolling across the shallows ‘safe’ zone, he headed
for the sea barriers beyond where he intended to put the dart through its next
round of field tests in the open water.
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June 1, 2890


Jartul System (Calavari
Region)


Daka



 

Mark-084 jogged across the hangar and jumped up into
the open cockpit of his prototype skeet, sliding down onto the pommel and
closing the canopy with a thought. The telepathic interlink allowed him to
control the basic functions from range, but now that he was inside and placed
his hands on the control bars that option was nullified, routing his control
through his physical Ikrid. That way an outsider couldn’t telepathically
override his controls and open the canopy or power down the craft in flight, as
well as allowing him much greater control through a nexus-like interface.


Mark dived into it, submerging himself into an overall
view of the hangar rather than looking out through the holograms that now
covered the interior of his canopy. He didn’t even see them, for he was looking
through the interface as he lifted the heavily armored skeet off the ground
along with 9 others. They were all visually identical on the exterior, but
inside they had no cockpits, save for a collapsible one in case Mark needed to
fly a drone down to pick someone up, at which point the skeet would grow a
bulge to carry the person or cargo.


But that was a side point. The purpose of these skeets
was to fight remotely and use the internal space for additional equipment,
while Mark’s skeet was the reverse. It only had limited weaponry and was far tankier than any skeet that had been developed before. Its
flight characteristics were identical to the others, so it lacked nothing in
agility or speed, but its purpose was to house the pilot for the squadron
without visually giving away clues as to which craft he was in.


The drone skeets were also prototypes, and not in the
traditional version. Mark and others had used computer programmed escorts to
fight with before, but those were more like weapons that were pacing nearby
that could be used to do limited fighting. They were useful in a wide variety
of situations, but this new neural interface had allowed Mark to create
something more. He was no longer mentally pressing buttons within a nexus, he
was directly connected to his skeet as if it were an extension of his
body…along with the other nine as well. 


He was flying them as if they were all the same craft
and his mind was suspended between them with no bias as to the one his body was
actually in. In experiments he had been able to fly and fight with up to 21
before seeing a steep performance reduction, so taking out a standard squadron
of 10 was well within his capabilities. Sav-enhanced
he had no trouble lifting all of them up off the deck and flying them out
through the open hangar door and into Daka’s thick
atmosphere, but this test wasn’t so much about what he could do, as it was
preparing a new generation of non-Sav pilots for what
they could do…which meant he needed
to refine the tech and tactics prior to bringing them into the new training
program.


He had to get the bugs out, and the best way to do
that was to run live missions against computer-controlled targets. Several
ranges had been constructed on Daka for just this
type of thing, and though they were live fire capable he wasn’t going to be
using that function. He needed the prototypes intact so he could run them
through the gauntlet ad nausea without having to worry about replacing
components every time he made a mistake or the course got the better of him,
for he’d designed it to be challenging.


Putting pilots into aerial craft or mechs had always
been an issue, because it put them in harm’s way unlike a naval pilot who flew
his warship by remote, sitting inside a well-protected jumpship and able to
fight his battles in a way that wasn’t concerned with the survivability of the
drone. Star Force didn’t use them recklessly, but they could push combat in
directions that couldn’t be achieved with living personnel. That said, aerial
craft and mechs had to have pilots in
them, for drones just weren’t effective enough. 


Star Force had compensated by creating safeguards like
the armored cocoon surrounding the cockpit that would allow a pilot to usually
survive a crash, losing the craft but giving the person a chance to stay alive.
Same was true of the mechs, though they always carried far more armor than
aerial craft did. While drone tech had now improved to the point where Mark
could sit inside a city and fly a drone skeet from within it he didn’t like
relying on that option. Line of sight communication issues were always in play,
limiting range, as well as the possibility of signal disruptions from
countermeasures or compromised emitters.


There was a need to have a pilot in the cockpit in the
middle of battle in a variety of situations and Mark believed that would always
be the case, though there were some where remotely flown craft were definitely
the way to go. In the cases where there needed to be a pilot the emphasis was
always on reducing the risks, and this latest improvement was going to take a
squadron of ten pilots and reduce them down to one, making it a bit of a shell
game as to which skeet to shoot at from the enemy’s perspective. 


Not only that, it would mean Star Force could deploy
more aerial craft than they had pilots, much like Cora was doing with the
mechs. The difference was, Mark was the only person in the skeet, whereas a
mech star of drones was controlled by the backseat rider in a two-person morpheus. It was a piggyback system, but the project he was
working on was based on the idea of taking a single skeet as the craft of
choice for an advanced pilot and changing it into a squadron piloted in the
same manner, by the same person, without any reduction in efficiency or
reaction time.


That did leave a caveat, and that was that the
squadron had to stay together. A few kilometers apart didn’t matter, but send
one skeet off across hundreds of miles and you’d start to get microlag, which was a problem with the remote control
method from cities or warships in orbit. The adjustments that Mark and other
veteran pilots made were so precise that even the tiniest bit of delay could be
felt when mind-linked with the operating systems, and as a result would
decrease their agility, even if it was just by a hair.


Mark didn’t believe in fighting handcuffed, but with
the localized transmitters in the prototypes they would not only have no
detectable lag but also be able to ignore most types of jamming. That
technology had existed for a while, with the neural controls being what had
hung the trailblazer up when he’d pursued this project before. Now that that
was no longer an issue, it was ‘game on’ into the next phase of aerial combat.


So as Mark flew his squadron out away from the hangar
and over to the ranges he saw them and the landscape from a hive mind position.
He could see and ‘feel’ everything from each of the craft, but he could also
step back a bit and taken an omnipresent position…one that was critical when
planning out strategy and analyzing the enemy’s movements rather than just
living in the moment and trying to juke and evade the nearest enemy craft.


That was why it was important that the neural
interface not overstress the pilots. Most couldn’t handle 10 craft, and it was
Mark’s job to refine the neural interface enough that they could. Most Archons
did not have Sav and wouldn’t in the coming years, so
he had to get this project so smoothed out that they wouldn’t need it. His goal
was a squadron of ten, but if he could even get his midline pilots flying 3
craft at a time it would be a success…though one with reduced firepower, for
the ‘cradle’ skeet would always be underpowered due to the extra layers of
protection, and in a trio that amounted to 33% of the craft being diminished,
whereas in a full squadron that number was down to 10%. 


But it wasn’t just about limiting the number of pilots
in the air and allowing a drone or two to go down in flames to achieve an
objective. It was the interplay between the skeets that most intrigued Mark.
Teamwork was essential in any dogfight, and he had gotten very good at syncing
his movements and attacks with others, but this new system went way beyond
that, in that he didn’t have to coordinate at all. He was in control of all 10
craft, so he could use them in an unlimited number of new ways that had never
been conceived of before.


The tactics had, of course, but the implementation had
not, for you didn’t have time to discuss what you wanted to do over the next
half second with your wingmen. Now Mark didn’t even have a tenth of a second
delay, for he was all 10 craft and
didn’t have to discuss anything with himself. Aerial combat was usually chaos
with a bit of organization thrown in, but if Mark could get this project out of
the prototype phase and into the field, Star Force’s half of that uncertainty
would virtually evaporate and they’d be able to own the enemy in a way never
seen before. 


And the best way for a trailblazer, or any Archon, to
modify tech or strategy was to throw themselves into simulated combat and make
adjustments when failures happened, which is what Mark was going to continue to
do today.


He’d already been at this several weeks, so when he
lowered his squadron down to ground level and zipped them across the grassy
plains he knew to keep them below 62 meters in altitude to avoid the targeting
zone of the turrets ahead, as well as when to bring them up off the deck and
into a crisscross pattern that left the automated guns chasing targets of his
choosing as his ten skeets hopped up over terrain and back down behind it,
leapfrogging across a scattered series of hills as they approached the turrets
that he knew were designed to chase a single target until it was taken down,
for he’d developed that program to counter the rotational strategies that Star
Force preferred to keep shielded units in play.


He had to make this course hard, so he’d added in
challenges that he wasn’t sure how to beat, expecting to lose…as he had done on
every run. So far he hadn’t even made it a third of the way through the course
before the low-powered targeting beams registered enough hits on his shields to
knock a skeet out of the air, which in this case was it disconnecting from
Mark’s mind and flying off out of the challenge zone and to a waiting area.


The Achilles heel to this project was in his cradle
ship, for if it went down the rest of the squadron would revert to normal
drones operating on preprogrammed protocols or picked up by a remote
controller. If he was working with other squadrons then his drones could be retasked to one of those pilots, but that still left the
handful of manned skeets as the primary targets for the enemy, which was why he
needed to fight with his in a way identical to the others.


To that end he had the same mauler cannons as the
drones did, while they had a slew of additional weaponry. If he had them use it
and his craft didn’t it would be a giveaway, but the maulers were the primary
choice for most aerial combat and if he only used them there would be no
obvious tell, for the short range transmissions were being emitted from every
craft so no signal monitoring could pick up which craft he was actually in.


That was why he had his skeet going through the attack
pattern on the turrets along with the others rather than lagging back and
playing a more conservative role. He needed anonymity to protect him more than
armor and a secondary shield, and he had to get used to fighting that way in
these simulations now so it’d become second nature when he actually got out
into the field against the lizards at a later date.


As for the basic design of the skeets, those had
remained the same through all these centuries. T-shaped with spherical pods on
each prong that held anti-grav units. The skeet could
limp around on one if necessary, but all three were required for full
maneuvering capability. The hull was thin save for a bump around the cockpit,
with most of the weaponry lying in the crossbar up front with the sensors,
shield emitters, and other support systems situated behind the cockpit in the
tail. 


Other auxiliary craft had been built for Mainline,
such as the gunships and interceptors, but the skeets had remained the backbone
of Star Force’s aerial division and would remain so, even with other factions
deciding to use different craft. The Calavari Valeries were solid, and the
other models were decent, for Mark had helped in their construction, but none
suited his style of combat more than the skeet. Its narrow profile made it hard
to target, and the T-shape meant there wasn’t much of a silhouette to shoot at
from above or below. Overall it was simply the best design he had ever come
across and Mainline and the Clans would continue using it until they found, or
created, something better.


If the other factions wanted a unique craft, so be it.
They weren’t going to let them build any junk, but Mark knew that combat could
be achieved in a variety of approaches and if they wanted to pursue different
ones then there was an advantage in that…coupled with disadvantages. Mark
wanted his skeet because it was all around solid, rather than weighted in a
single attack profile. Those singular attack profiles could be very effective
when you got to choose your battles, but when defending and not having very
many options he preferred to be piloting a craft that was nimble and could be
utilized in multiple ways…which was basically the definition of a skeet. 


Some of his fellow pilots that were working with him
on this project had suggested outfitting the squadron with different ships, or
even just altered models of skeets to give him some singular attack or
defensive options but he wouldn’t have it. This project was complicated enough
as it was, and making it even more convoluted by mixing up ship designs would
put more stress on the pilot and reduce the amount of processing power he had.
Mark could pull it off, but those without Sav
wouldn’t be able to…at least not as well as he’d hoped. Keeping all the craft
systematically identical was a way to reduce the mental load and free up some
thought for other purposes.


That and he needed all the ships to look alike to hide
the cradle. 


Mark spun and crisscrossed his 10 skeets around the
pair of turrets on the first rise, stitching them with mauler fire from all the
ships and circling them around behind terrain to get the targeting programs to
dismiss them and chase another skeet. There was no easy way to take down these
turrets, so he just had to make it a slugging match without incurring hull
damage. If he could do that he could buzz around and recharge shields before
heading into the turret field ahead.


Those would require diving down into canyons to avoid,
for if he pulled up out of them the crossfire would be so intense it was
unlikely that he’d get all 10 ships through…and if he was really sloppy he’d
lose all of them right then and there. He’d tried it on day 3 just to see how
bad it’d get and hadn’t been disappointed, learning from the danger now that he
knew what it was rather than having to guess, and pushed the canyon approaches
with his skeets heading down multiple ones and out of sight of each other.


The transmitters were powerful enough to punch through
a limited amount of rock and dirt, so he didn’t lose his linkage to the drones,
but he had to keep them within a tight radius that he was also pressing out to
find the fail point. This entire challenge run was more about finding ways to
fail than finding a way through, for a lucky run wouldn’t do him much good.


He had to lose, over and over again, in order to build
a playbook for this new type of aerial warfare, and while he certainly didn’t
like losing, he had no problem thinking outside of the box and trying new
approaches, no matter how odd or seemingly stupid. For when he was piloting a
squadron solo he didn’t have to explain himself to anyone and could experiment
on a whim if necessary.


And that freedom was always necessary when searching out new ways to do something.
Success on this course was learning, not finishing it. That would be bonus, and
right now Mark seriously didn’t think there was a way through, for he’d made it
overly hard and, honestly, not entirely fair, but in the back of his mind he
just saw that as an even sweeter challenge.


Tell a trailblazer something couldn’t be done and half
the time they’d find a way to do it anyway. He recognized that tendency within
himself and the others and wasn’t above self-goading. He’d spent a long time
planning out this course before putting all thought of designing it aside and
switching his mindset over to beating it. Now it was just a fixed thing,
immutable, with no one actively changing it up to thwart him. He’d created a
monster, but it was a static monster that he was going to figure out how to
beat if he could. 


Meanwhile there were many betting pools in the pilot
corps as to if and when he’d actually get around to pulling it off, with a
little over 60% wagering on completion despite their knowing how insanely
difficult the course was. They had that much faith in their top pilot to figure
out this puzzle that they were willing to put credits on it, while others were
hoping to clean up by betting against him, knowing that it would be a win/win
scenario.


Either they’d get a boat load of credits or some
valuable new tactics and equipment tweaks. Either way this was on Mark’s
shoulders for now. What he was able to achieve, limited or whole in this
endeavor, would set the stage for their contributions on this project to
follow.
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August 2, 2890


Solar System


Europa 



 

Daniel-002 received the package from Lens on one of
the surface landing pads that connected to the moon’s underwater cities through
the thick ice sheath protecting them from space. It was a cargo crate the size
of a house and had been dropped off via a cargo ship passing through the system
with other ports of call to attend to. The slight detour had been negligible,
but saved his fellow trailblazer the trouble of sending an entire jumpship to
get him the package when sending it through the ‘mail’ was far easier.


Time wasn’t an issue here but Daniel was glad he
finally got it, for when he brought the crate down into the Clan Westley colony
situated on the ocean floor he opened it to find a series of Dvapp aquatics gel
packages. Daniel’s Clan was only ranked 28th in aquatics, but he’d been working
with Lens for the past few decades in order to develop some new technologies in
an effort to undercut Erin’s Elarioni advantage. Eventually the tech would get
distributed out to Mainline and the other Clans, but for now it was a private
affair that had Daniel more than eager to incorporate the advancements into his
own Clan craft.


The gel had been a work in progress for a long time,
but what Lens had sent him was the prototype for a new matrix that should allow
Daniel to create the morphing properties he required for his Project Tentacle.
Unlike Lens, who was building ‘standard’ aquatics craft, Daniel was going in a
more Elarioni fashion and working on limbs rather than beams and torpedoes. He
saw the potential in the gel that, while weaker than a solid plate of armor,
had so many combat uses it was insane. First and foremost of those was the
ability to reach out and touch someone by extending a tendril of gel out
considerable distances. 


The enemy wouldn’t know how far the ‘safe’ zone was
and that would cause a lot of chaos in battle. Project Tentacle intended to
create aquatic drones that could be controlled from a battleship or other
protected location. The difference between these drones and others was the fact
that these could morph into different craft as needed for the mission. They
could be long and needle shaped for chasing operations or ball up into
protective spheres for chokepoint defense. 


The problem Daniel had had with the earlier forms of
the aquatics gel was that it wasn’t responsive enough to create active drones,
in that they could change shape while fighting. Those prototypes they currently
had could morph then fight, rather than fighting through morphing. Lens had
said this new gel slurry would be up to the task and had already sent Daniel
the specs through the relay grid, but rather than building factories to produce
the insanely complicated material…of which there were only two in
existence…he’d sent along a lot of packets of it, each of which could be
‘grown’ by adding a specific set of raw materials.


That had been designed into them so they could repair
themselves in the field without the need for a shipyard. They absorbed
materials like a plant did, from both solids and the water, meaning that Daniel
could take several of the packets and ‘plant’ them in larger containers in
order to grow more material. None of it was biological, but a very complex
crystalline technology that operated similar to how the Dvapp themselves were
built. It wasn’t their body material, for that, while odd, was
still biological despite its crystalline tendencies. At a casual glance the gel
might look the same, but it wasn’t alive and never had been. Just a very useful
piece of technology.


When Daniel opened the crate he pulled out a single
packet and carried it off on a cargo sled to his research lab while the rest
was spirited off to others for immediate use in experiments or for growing
purposes. The packet that Daniel took, which was the size of a couch, he
brought to a specific lab that he was spending a lot of time in. He personally
levitated the packet up and tore a hole in the flexible casing, allowing the
mushy material to spill out into a collection basin that looked like an
elevated sandbox by the time he was done with it.


The trailblazer dipped a finger into the white ‘sand’
and tested the cloyingness. It flowed like a thick liquid, but didn’t snap back
into level shape like water did. That confirmed his suspicions and he
immediately inserted a probe into the eight inch thick pool, causing it to
solidify into armor rigidity.


He poked another finger into it…or tried. It was now
hard to the touch and would stand up to considerable pounding, but as far as
armor was concerned it was subpar. His drones would compensate for that fact by
having a lot of it on them, allowing them to bleed away material at a faster
rate while still preserving the interior components. Those amounted to three
floating orbs of traditional technology that would interface with and control
the gel, and for experimental purposes here was accomplished by the probe.


Daniel ran the gel through a simple set of commands,
confirming the upgrades Lens had made, then he dove into the task of
reprogramming it to his personal needs. Part of that work had already been done
previously, so all he had to do was download segments of the software, but the
rest had to be configured on site in response to additional test runs that he
was now going to begin to execute.


First using one of the preprogrammed ones, Daniel had
the gel change color, shifting from base white to blue, then pink, green, and
finally black before cycling back to white. Next he caused the gel to segment
into four pieces. As soon as they broke apart three of the pieces became dead
weight, retaining their shape and not doing anything while the fourth segment
that had the probe attached continued to morph into a cube while the others
were just solidified puddles. 


Daniel telekinetically pushed one over to touch the
cube and it changed shape again until contact was broken, returning to statue
mode. One facet of the gel was that it could only be controlled by ‘land
lines,’ meaning that physical contact had to be made. Remote control was
impossible without alternate technology being inserted into it, such as the
probe now was. That was something that was going to remain set, for Daniel and
Lens didn’t have a clue how to program a comm system
into it. Maybe someday thousands of years into the future they could, but the
V’kit’no’sat database was no help with this, for they didn’t have record of any
similar technologies.


But for his goals there was no need to have a receiver
built in. It just meant that if a piece of one of the drones got lopped off
it’d go neutral and unresponsive, holding its shape until it was recovered or
destroyed. The gel did have to be powered, and this batch had come fully
charged, but when it lost power it was designed to lock into place as a solid
rather than disperse as a gel or liquid. 


There were multiple versions of the gel that Lens had
developed, but the stiffer versions he was not interested in. Those were being
used to form the hulls of his friend’s bendable warships, but Daniel’s drones
had to go far beyond that, hence the even lower armor value. The more they
morphed the less rigid their matrixes were, and the more rigid the matrixes
were the higher their maximum armor value. 


It was a cost of defense to include the flexibility
that Daniel required, but that too was calculated. Lens wasn’t pursuing this
path, nor were the Dvapp or any of the other four Clans involved in the
research. The Aquamen were the leaders and handling most
of the research, but what Daniel intended to make of it was something entirely
new and going even beyond the bounds of what the Elarioni had built.



 

3 years later…



 

Daniel returned to Europa after a 3 month stint in the
advanced training group getting beat up by Paul and Rio. It had been
educational, but he was eager to get back to work on Project Tentacle, which
his techs had continued in his absence with some late breakthroughs that had
allowed them to fashion a working prototype at minimum volume, which was about
equivalent to a big trash can.


“How do we look?” Daniel asked when he came into the
lab and saw several familiar faces working at various stations.


“003 is waiting in the water, with 004 and 005
standing in their firing tubes on the destroyer.”


“Alright, set for recording mode and let’s get to
this,” he said, stepping over to the control station and accessing the neural
interface. It was only a minimal drain on his cognitive processes, for the
miniaturized version of a command nexus didn’t have more than a few functions
that the proper ones did, and at the moment he was only controlling a single
drone. 


It was sitting in the cold water outside the colony
and not far from the destroyer on station there. Daniel set the spherical globe
of gel into motion, traveling through the water at a troll then shifting into a
more aerodynamic point as the trailblazer put it through several alterations as
a general test of base functions they had established prior to his training
vacation. When everything checked out he began running it through more advanced
shapes, including the stretchable pylons that ended with fingers or hooks that
could grasp objects at range. 


He played with the outer limits, finding what they
were by triggering a line too long and too thin for the minimal currents,
snapping it a third of the way out and losing control of most of the line.
Daniel withdrew the rest of it that he controlled and motored the mass over to
the floating section, making physical contact again and calling it back into a
thicker band that he then whipped around slowly, testing its strength against
the water. He didn’t have to see the data collected as it came in, knowing that
the rest of his staff was monitoring that and would alert him if there was a
problem, so Daniel just played with it, testing its limits and trying to seek
out problems if they were there.


After working through the lines he pulled the mass
back together then spread it out into a canvas, immediately catching itself on
the currents and moving about slowly in their direction. He let the material go
almost totally limp and saw it scrunch up in several locations due to eddies as he caused it to get thinner and thinner in order
to cover the most surface area. He had it out to nearly the size of a football
field before holes began to tear in it. 


He upped the solidity to keep them from spreading, but
the moving water masses began cracking entire sections off. Daniel quickly
pulled back what he had control of then sent out lines to hit the now drifting
pieces, regaining control and bringing them back into the single mass. Next he
signaled the destroyer to launch a target buoy, with it coming out of the fixed
hull of the angular craft and speeding out to his location before slowing and
moving on a circular path that had it tracing a lazy circle around his
location.


Daniel paused, knowing this was the moment of truth,
then had his ball of gel shoot off through the water in needle form towards the
target, hunting it down and coming at it from the side in order to up the
difficulty. Approaching from the front or behind would have been easier, but
Daniel didn’t want easy.


When the drone got close to the probe the needle
balled up again then sprouted three tentacles from a central mass as it
continued to head straight towards the target. It eventually made contact,
denting under the collision speed with a silent splat, then Daniel manually
controlled all three tentacles and wrapped them around the probe, flattening
them out in some places into paddles that held it tight like cushions around an
egg. The probe couldn’t escape the grip from any angle and Daniel locked it in
by causing the pieces to solidify in their current form.


Next he tested the gravity drive buried inside the
gel, pulling against the probe’s own unit in a tug of war that saw the drone
being overpowered as the destroyer upped the thrust to continue its ordered
path. Daniels job was to stop it, and he was failing. The little glob of gel
couldn’t compete with the much larger gravity drive in the probe, meaning in
this case that traditional tech was better.


Daniel sent a signal for the destroyer to launch 004
and soon he had control of the second globe and was simultaneously driving it
over to the test area while he continued to wrestle with the probe, through
thrust multiple directions as well as reconfiguring his hold on the probe to
produce fins and even small sails to catch and redirect the water flow to give
him more tugging options.


It wasn’t enough, but when the second drone got to the
probe it latched on as well, morphing into the first one and becoming an
integrated unit. The individual pieces inside, three each, remained separate
and communicating with each other via short range signals, but the gel itself
didn’t care which unit it belonged to and would go wherever it was signaled. It
behaved as a single unit that now had two gravity drives inside it, allowing
for more pulling power as Daniel wobbled the probe off course multiple times
before it eventually dragged its way back into a circular path that was now no
longer mathematically precise, but rather a wibbly
wobbly and ugly route, but the drones still couldn’t gain full control.


That was solved when Daniel had the third one launched
and combined it with the other two, giving him enough tugging power to force
the probe off course and over to a designated location while the destroyer crew
fought to prevent it. The wrestling match eventually went Daniel’s way, but the
delay was considerable. He mentally noted that if actual capture missions were
going to be launched, more units would be necessary for an expedient recovery
process.


Once that part of the experiment was completed he had
the now single drone release the probe and break apart again. He had to
manually determine the break points or use a percentage program, settling on
the latter as he let it split the gel up evenly between them before sending two
off nearby into station keeping while he worked with the third, spreading it
out into a thin block wall that the destroyer then maneuvered the probe into,
testing the gel’s blocking capability.


The first impact shattered the gel, with Daniel having
to go around and pick up all the pieces before they could float off and be
lost, for there was no homing capability built into them. On the next attempt
he reduced the rigidity and saw the wall dent before being thrown off the side
of the probe by the continued movement. The drone just didn’t have the mass to
stop it, but he was hoping that the amount of water it would have to displace
behind the wall would compensate.


He brought in a second drone and combined them for the
next attempt, spreading them out into a wider and slightly thicker sail before
upping the rigidity a bit. When the probe hit it caught, denting it slightly,
and suddenly having a huge amount of drag put on it as the sail didn’t slip off
of one side like before thanks to a few hasty tendrils that Daniel manually
formed and stuck to the side like support lines.


One thing he was realizing with clarity was the amount
of mental control necessary to use manual functions. With his Sav and experience he wasn’t having trouble, but he knew
rookies and even veterans without Sav would, meaning
that the more automated functions that could be toggled by button press,
whether actual or virtual, were a must while the manual functions would allow
the higher end users so much flexibility in their tactics that he felt like the
Green Lantern, for he could shape the gel into any form his mind imagined…so
long as his mind could account for and control every particle within the gel.
That was the catch, but for the time being three drones was not enough to push
his limits. 


When they got around to mass producing these things he
was going to see how many he could actually control, but for today this
successful test was a huge step forward and a major deviation from established
Star Force protocol involving aquatics. It was that deviation that he hoped
would give his Clan an advantage over the others, and eventually give Star
Force a whole slew of new tactics to use in warfare beneath the waves.
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August 5, 2893


Merovingian
System (Core Region)


Low stellar
orbit



 

Administrator Claven walked
the decks of the Prometheus as he did
every day, bypassing techs at work and visually inspecting that everything was
in order. The massive Star Forge-class
mining station was his to oversee and arguably the most important piece of
property that Star Force had. A few other stations had been built after the Prometheus with more scheduled for construction,
but those were mostly empty shells still waiting to be filled with equipment.
Only his station was fully operational, and it had taken a long time to get it
that way.


Gone were the research techs and Archons that had
created it, tuned it, and filled its massive void with new factories that could
operate at high capacity in low volume. Even now those were no longer
considered new tech, so the operation of the station had been transitioned over
to a conventional staff, with Claven being appointed Administrator
of the station. A title that was usually reserved for a full colony. 


But here in this empty system all that there was of
Star Force was the Prometheus and the
Canderian sedas. He had no control over the latter,
for they were simply neighbors in this system near to Sol. They were in the
safest region Star Force controlled, perhaps even safer than Earth given that
Merovingian had nothing of value in it for anyone to come looking for. That
said, Claven had a full complement of troops onboard,
including a pair of Archon rangers, just in case the massive space station was
boarded. 


They also had some 72 naval drones situated in a
higher holding orbit guarding the sister station to the Prometheus…which was little more than a disconnected piece of the
monster, for it was a warehouse/starport located at an altitude that wouldn’t
see it cooked from the stellar radiation. It was there that incoming cargo
ships picked up and delivered supplies, then a fleet of specially shielded
dropships would ferry traffic to and from the Prometheus as it sat so low it was nearly within the atmosphere of
the star itself.


That ‘atmosphere’ was not a clear distinction, for
there was so much turbulence that waves of material often washed over the star
forge’s shields, ironically giving the station additional power with every hit.
The stellar output was being absorbed as much as it was being reflected,
providing the station with the bulk of its power output augmented by internal
reactors. In fact, that absorption capability was the only way the Prometheus could function at full
capacity, for the collection probes were so large that they literally gobbled
it up. That was understandable, given that they had to resist the destructive
power of the star when actually touching it, and the fact that they were
comprised totally of shield energy themselves.


Right now Claven had 19
collection ‘straws’ inside the star reaching down more than 200 miles on a
standard day and up to 480 on special occasions. That was barely scratching the
surface, but it was more than enough to get a good pull on the denser stellar
material. Each of those straws fanned out at the bottom into huge collection
nets, which were comprised of clusters of tiny spheres that allowed only
certain materials or types of materials to pass through, then what was
collected was shunted up the connecting stalks and into the Prometheus for processing.


From there automation and the Administrator’s army of
techs sorted out unwanted material and sent it back down into the star to save
space on the star forge while anything valuable was shunted into holding tanks
and cooled to desired levels. From there it was either held or sent into
processing sectors where it would be converted into whatever products Claven ordered them to make. Most of the corovon they
harvested was kept raw, but right now some 13% of it was being bonded into
molecules on site to produce a variety of substances that were then shunted to
another section of the station and combined with others into armor plating,
structural beams, shield emitters, hand weapons, Archon armor, and hundreds of
other things that were more economical to build right here and now than to ship
off the raw materials to another star system for manufacturing.


The factories onboard the star forge were so condensed
and automated that the station was extra heavy, even for something of its
massive size. Any movement required a good tugging on the gravity drives, not
to mention the constant strain of having to hover above the star, for they couldn’t
suffer the lateral movement of orbit when they had shield tethers into the
star’s surface. Those tethers literally latched them in place, forcing them to
expend huge amounts of energy just to stay put and not fall into the star
themselves.


The low altitude they held also acted as a defense
against attack or curious onlookers, for the plasma gases swirling around them
made quite the problem for primitive sensors. Most races had trouble even
locating the star forge at this altitude, but Star Force’s advancements into
Pro’phad energy gave the Administrator clear lines of sight around his station
and well down into the star. He could scan deeper than he could reach at the
moment, which allowed him to move the station around as needed to find the
densest deposits to mine. 


The starport above them didn’t orbit either,
maintaining a more distant hover/rotation to match the location of the Prometheus as the star spun about on its
axis. It too had absorption shields, but they didn’t pick up as much energy
given that they were farther away. It was more than enough to keep them in
their laggy orbit, but whenever a jumpship arrived to
exchange cargo they had to keep their engines on or fall away from the station,
making navigation a bit of a hassle, but one that Claven’s
dropship pilots handled on a day to day basis with no trouble. 


And the Administrator kept them busy shipping out
finished products up to the warehouses and bringing back down whatever
compounds couldn’t be harvested from the star…which were minimal considering they
only focused on products that could be entirely or almost entirely made from
the mining resources. Bits and pieces of others were brought in to add to them
but a lot of the supplies were meant for the station itself, for there were no
bioharvest facilities or any other type of personal sustenance infrastructure
on the station. They relied entirely on imports, though in a pinch the
Canderians could cover for them in the way of supplies.


Normally a station of this size would have
redundancies, but because it was located so close to the star and designed for
a very select purpose the designers had scrapped the standard protocols and
built this beast as a harvest engine with little else slowing her down. It was Claven’s responsibility to make sure she kept churning out
raw materials and products round the clock, and he felt it was best to get his
own eyes on his station as much as possible rather than relying exclusively on
reports shunted to his office.


He oversaw the station operations from there, along with
the rest of the 342,953 people on the station. None of them were here as
visitors, nor were any allowed. Each and every one was a specialist in their
field, for nothing less would allow them a transfer to what was considered an
extremely critical position. While some materials, such as warship armor, were
produced here because of the corovon being handy, the primary importance of
this station was its ability to collect materials that were virtually
nonexistent outside of stars. While corovon was always important, it was the
solari that the star forges were designed to go after…and it was the solari
that were allowing Star Force to take a huge leap into the next technological
level and put them ahead of both the lizards and ADZ denizens alike.


Star Force had no equal now, though rumors about the
Preema and Nexus were still abound. Claven knew they
had advanced technology, but he also knew about the tech that wasn’t available
to the public that Star Force was designing and currently using, a lot of which
was incorporated into this station. He was also getting regular requests from
highly placed techs and even Paul-024 himself with regards to new solari to
hunt and in what numbers they needed, along with occasional explanations as to
why.


All that was holding Star Force back in some lines of
research was available solari, whether it be for actual experiments or
sufficient bulk for prototype development. And even when they figured out how
to build something they would need to mass produce it using the solari from
this mining station and the other newer additions, none of which could hold a
candle to the Prometheus’s current
production quotas…which were more or less a joke, for with the swirling
currents within the star you never knew for sure how much material you could
collect or not. It was a fishing expedition, with Claven
having the ultimate decisions about where to dip their rods.


That in itself was a huge responsibility, for it had a
direct impact on Star Force’s upper end tech production. He’d gotten good at it
over the years, but every day was a new challenge and he expected to have to
move the station in a few more hours after sucking up as much from the current
deposit of denomsi as they could get. The tiny
globule had disconnected from a chunk deep within the star that, honestly,
shouldn’t even be there. How this star had acquired a compound that was only
typical of high mass stars was still a mystery, and getting down to harvest it
directly was one of his standing goals, though they were far from that day.
Whenever a bit of it would break off and float up to the surface regions where
it was possible to collect it he immediately retasked
the entire station, for it was just that damn valuable.


The Yamcha star forge, the third in the line to be produced, was
currently working through the headaches of mining one of those insanely large
stars, and it was from there that Star Force was getting the bulk of its
limited denomsi supply. Whenever Claven
could contribute to it he felt obligated, for it was the solari responsible for
the newest and most powerful weapon that Star Force possessed…the Dre’mo’don.
Without denomsi it couldn’t be built, and the same
could be said of other solaris and technologies under
development that this star had in far greater amounts. 


The Administrator had to get to them, collect and
process, then either fabricate or ship out to be used elsewhere on as regular
an output schedule as he could manage. His crew was damn good at what they did,
but this operation was always in flux due to the unknown hauls they would be
bringing in.


As he hopped into a lift car to take him down a
segment of the 94 mile long station, he selected a region where a transition
was being made. One of the factory segments was shifting from haviti saturation to chori
condensation thanks to the band of the latter that they’d had the luck of
hitting, or rather being hit by, as it cycled through the subsurface currents.
The condensation process was meant for packaging, diminishing the volume
required by stacking the element in its raw form into tightly linked molecular
handshakes…that were difficult to uncouple later, but that wasn’t his problem. 


There were only so many jumpships available to haul
cargo and he had to get his output compressed as tightly as he could in order
to load them up and keep from having to scale back production to match the
traffic flow. Though in truth he could get as many jumpships as he requested,
giving the importance of this operation, but after centuries of working within
Star Force he hated being inefficient and didn’t want to waste a jumpship that
could be put to use someplace else just because he couldn’t pack smartly
enough.


When he got off the lift he walked a considerable
distance through mostly empty corridors until he got to the section that had
been transitioned, according to the report, but it was good to see with his own
eyes that all was operating smoothly as he walked into the command booth with
four other men working or monitoring their stations.


“How we doing fellas?”


“Purring like a kitten,” the eldest of them said,
bringing up the large hologram so the Administrator could see for himself. Most
of the sector’s internal machinery had multiple uses and only a few specialized
components, allowing it to be transitioned from task to task in order to save
space and the diagram showed that everything was now into chori
condensation mode, with bricks of the element being sealed inside protective
casings so they wouldn’t react with the environment and go boom…or probably
more like melt through a deck or two via various chemical reactions that would
simultaneously create a noxious cloud that would kill anyone nearby. Such
things didn’t happen under Star Force’s careful attention, but anytime you had
raw solari in such density there were bound to be violent reactions if exposed
to a ‘natural’ environment.


One of the other techs frowned at their chief. “What’s
a kitten?”


“A baby cat,” the older man explained, throwing a
glance at his age peer in Claven.


“Cat…like Scionate cat?” the tech asked, still
confused.


“No,” the Administrator explained before the chief
could. “It’s a race that now lives exclusively in the sanctuaries. Back in the
day they were kept as pets and would make a soft rumbling sound when they were
asleep or happy.”


“What’s a pet?” another of the younger techs asked.


Claven sighed, looking at
the chief. “I’ll leave that one to you. We’re good here? Aside from their lack
of dark age cultural knowledge.”


“We’re good, though I think in a couple, maybe three
days we’ll have to pull a maintenance shutdown given the amounts coming in. Gotta manually scrub those headers.”


Claven nodded. “Make the
call when necessary. Still no word on the upgrade yet.”


“That’s alright, boss. I don’t mind the manual labor.
Gives us something to do other than watch holograms and push buttons.”


“I prefer it that way,” Claven
differed. “If you get busy that means things are breaking and I’m having a
really bad day. So stay bored, please.”


“As ordered.”


“Carry on,” the Administrator said, walking out of the
booth and back into the hallway to continue his rounds. He couldn’t hit
everywhere on the station, for it was just too freaking huge, but he chose a
few vital areas and then stopped by locations he hadn’t in the previous days.
There was something wrong about being in command of a facility that you never
set foot in, not because he didn’t trust his crew to do their jobs, he just
didn’t like to be out of the loop.


An hour later his wrist beeped and he held up his arm
lateral in front of him to activate the holographic torso of one of his
assistants.


“What is it?”


“Supply convoy is here early. Do you want me to get
the ball rolling or wait for you?”


“Anything unusual in the manifests?”


“Just getting them now.”


“Are they all loaded?”


“Seven ships in total, two are empty.”


“Start filling them with the armor pallets. I’ll
handle the rest when I get back.”


“Offloads?”


“Put them in the bays the pallets leave.”


“What about bay 7?”


Claven shook his head. “No,
we’ll have to slow production here when the backup hits. Keep bay 7 open for
the chori.”


“Understood. I’ll tell them to hold off until they can
shovel out their own floor space.”


“I’ll be back inside half an hour,” Claven promised, deactivating his communicator and casually
walking on, cutting his inspection tour short but hitting two more locations
before heading back up to the command center and his staff of 6. If he didn’t
make these tours those 6 would be the only faces he saw on a regular basis, for
given the size of the station and the automation, his crew of over a quarter
million were so spread out that they didn’t bump into each other much during
work, and Claven spent most of his time working or
training, with almost no interactions in the residential zones. 


He was in them to eat, sleep, and train…all of which
he did quickly and usually alone, then he was back in his office or roaming the
station. This posting was too important for him to allow himself time off, so
he never did. If a time came when he needed a break he’d resign and let someone
else fill the slot. Until then he was on call round the clock in order to make
sure this behemoth kept functioning and feeding Star Force the valuable
materials that only it and its twins could produce, and until they caught up
with the Prometheus’s production
levels the weight of responsibility was even more on their shoulders. 


Or rather his, for he deferred everything to himself
while allowing the crew the downtime he didn’t take. They all had shifts and
replacements to take over while they decompressed and pursued personal agendas,
but there was only one Administrator, and even when he slept he kept his
communicator on just in case something went wrong. From the day he stepped on
this station to the day he left it he considered himself never to be off duty,
for he knew that trouble could come at any time and any place, and it didn’t
have off hours.
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Paul stood in the center of a small circle, arm raised
and redirecting towards various thuds as they were thrown at him from a narrow
arc. As each one came he summoned up a small burst of concussive energy in his
bare arm and threw it forward from his palm, intercepting and knocking down the
little balls before they could hit him. His aim was improving, but it was still
difficult to emit a precise blast, for the Jumat was more like a tsunami than a
rifle shot. Still, he could throw enough over a certain vector to block a
single thud coming at him, with this drill focusing on his aim and repetition.


He no longer had trouble summoning up the goosebumps
that the energy manifested from. That was now a skill that he could trigger at
will, with many other aspects of the psionic being added in these first few
years thanks mainly to Morgan’s notes, for she had meticulously kept them and
formed a training database on the ability from her first year to the present.
In it she listed mental tricks that had helped Paul learn the summoning skill
faster than she had, as well as numerous training simulations that she’d
developed over the years and that now Paul had the benefit of using straight off.


His progress with the Jumat was far faster than hers
had been, and now he felt that he truly understood why Ginsi was climbing the
ranks as fast as she was. He’d always been the trailblazer figuring things out
or with his peers, but now he got the opportunity to see what it looked like to
be following someone else through and gaining from their experience.


It was literally night and day, for he didn’t have to
figure out ways to train…Morgan had already done that for him. All he had to do
was throw himself into the drills and challenges and work on improving. He was
literally a kid in a candy store, and that combined with the fact that he’d
started out with more raw power than Morgan had put him way ahead of her
progression rate and he intended to keep it that way, for he was so far behind
her that he doubted he’d ever catch up. She had centuries of working to develop
her Jumat as an advantage over him, and though they hadn’t met up to spar yet,
for she was busy waging her private war against the lizards in Ninja Monkey
territory, Paul knew it would be a laughably one-sided affair. 


Hitting and pushing back the thuds took a decent
amount of his energy, but if he’d wanted to he could knock a person off their
feet with ease…he just couldn’t do it with repetition. His tissues were so new
that they didn’t hold charge well, though with his ambrosia levels being so
high he had yet another advantage over the Morgan of the past, for the Jumat
consumed ambrosia as a quick resupply fuel source. Problem was Paul’s tissue
wasn’t good at absorbing it, at least not as good as Morgan, so whenever he
tried something big he usually got one or two shots at it before he had to take
a sip from his ambrosia bottle and wait for it to process. 


He literally had enough ambrosia in that one bottle to
service 1000 adepts for months. Paul didn’t want to have to constantly run off
for supplies, so he’d had a concentrated liter of it made up for him so he
could ingest it at will without having to fill himself up on foodstuffs or
water. Overdosing was a big danger, for he couldn’t measure accurately sipping
through a straw, but he was managing it well enough. Plus all he had to do to
overcome a mistake was fire off some more Jumat blasts as soon as his tissues
soaked up the abundant fuel source.


Per Morgan’s notes he knew the best way to increase
his abilities wasn’t in going big, but in working on repetition and getting his
cycling rate up. He hadn’t yet learned how to manifest the energy outside his
clothing, but he had learned to channel it to various parts of his body,
forgoing the need to train naked when all he had to do was keep one arm bare.
Today he was wearing a sleeveless shirt so he could alternate arms, but neither
one of them would fatigue, for his entire body was producing the energy and
transmitting it to a given location. His arms, or whatever other body part he
chose, became his firing array, not the generation point.


Right now he’d learned to use his arms and chest as
emitters, for it took a while to calibrate the mental control necessary to use
other body parts. The chest he’d only added within the previous year, doing a
DBZ flex in order to pool the energy just below the surface and transfer it out
in a finishing move-like attack. For that he had to be shirtless, but today he
wasn’t working in it so he’d donned his sleeveless tank that was now soaked
with sweat after four hours of work, first of which began on the track and now
had transitioned into the thud firing chamber.


Using the Jumat was exhausting, which was why these smaller
bursts were key in developing his endurance and teaching his tissues to soak up
ambrosia faster. They could charge through other means, but all were slower.
The key to using Jumat as a serious weapon was in having the ambrosia handy,
otherwise it was just going to be a surprise or last ditch attack that he’d
have to hoard. Once expended, the Jumat tissues would take hours, if not more
than a day to fully recharge naturally while the ambrosia would hit his
bloodstream and he’d feel the effects within a minute.


As useful as telekinesis was, there was no substitute
for Jumat. It was literally the cannon to the Lachka sword. It was crude in
comparison, but he had so much firepower available now, in burst at least, that
he understood how vitally important an advantage he had over the Zen’zat that he
had kept his non-training activities to a minimum and had been making the
advanced training group his semi-permanent home as he worked to get a handle on
this oh so impressive Tier 3 ability.


Paul secluded himself in training so much that others
had started interrupting him via comm when they
needed something, knowing that if they waited he might not come out of the
sanctum for more than a day. So as Paul was batting one thud out of the air at
a time a voice filled the chamber and he kept going without delay.


“I’m here,” Paul said, twitching his arm to the left
and surging another pulse of invisible energy to cancel the thud’s momentum and
lightly bounce it back towards the wall and the collection ring at the bottom.
“What do you need?”


“Just got word from Vortison,” Rio’s voice said
eagerly. “He says he’s found the trigger and wants you to verify it.”


Paul stopped what he was doing and looked towards the
ceiling out of reflex. “Seriously?”


“Yes,” Rio said as the next thud came out and hit Paul
in the chest, bouncing off him and ending the drill in failure, but he didn’t
care. 


“Now?”


“If you can spare the time.”


“Dumb question,” Paul said, telekinetically grabbing
his ambrosia bottle and heading out the door. “On my way.”



 

Paul walked into the lab along with Rio, both clad in
fresh clothes as the medtech in charge of genetic research waved them over with
a pair of curled fingers as he was manipulating a hologram with his other hand.


“Talk to me,” Paul said, walking up on his shoulder.


“I’ve always wondered why this one was so elusive, and
now I have my answer. I think it’s a resistance measurement with a temporal cap
restriction of at least a few minutes so some freak attack or condition
wouldn’t trigger it. Morgan’s gravity damage and her resistance to it was
prolonged and, I think, enough to push her over the edge. Your level of
training, without considerable breaks, pegged you out. Step into the scanner
please.”


Paul listened as he walked over to the duplicate of
the V’kit’no’sat medical station made from Star Force tech. It wasn’t nearly as
advanced in the alterations department, but they’d been able to fully copy the
scanning tech. As soon as Paul walked in a hologram of his body lit up on Vortison’s console and he began manipulating it to get the
suspected trigger under scrutiny.


“Hmmn,” Vortison said,
looking at the live data.


“What?” Rio asked, more than eager to get his own
Jumat.


“His is turned off.”


“Meaning what?” Paul asked, for his Jumat ability was
most definitely ‘on.’


“The trigger and ascension protocol are separate on
this one. Or to be more precise, there’s not the usual overlap. Most of the
triggers we’ve discovered are a completion measure, so that once you attain
that, for lack of a better word, ‘fitness’ level you activate the trigger. This
means it’s always turned on so long as you’re maintaining or improving…which
allows you to share them. Right now Paul’s isn’t on, so it isn’t just a matter
of finding which part of yourself to mimic.”


“I have to recreate the stress level,” Paul guessed.


Vortison nodded. “Yeah, I think so. What I don’t know
is how long the trigger will be on. Could be a few seconds or a few hours.
Think of it like a coffer with a small hole in it. You fill it with stress
until it overflows the brim, but if you stop adding stress the level will
diminish and eventually dry up completely.”


“So I’m going to have to catch him during hard
workouts?” Rio figured.


Paul shook his head. “We’ve got to figure out how much
stress is required, then program a biomonitor to measure in realtime.”


“My thoughts exactly,” Vortison confirmed. “I need you
to hang out right where you are for the next hour or so, and hopefully I can
create a program to measure how close to peaking out
you are.”


“Limit break?” Rio asked, glancing at Paul.


“Done.”


“Done what?” Vortison asked as he worked. 


“Naming stuff,” Paul explained as he crossed his arms
over his chest as he stood more or less still. There was nothing for him to do
but wait, though in this case he wasn’t going to complain. “Is it possible to
overfill the coffer?”


“Also on my to-find list. I need your active stats to
determine that as your stress levels recede. It’s a good thing you came
straight from training.”


“I wasn’t hitting it that hard, to be honest. I was working
on my Jumat’s finer control. Stressful in its own
way, but not what I’d image this trigger is looking for.”


 “It has to be
full body,” Vortison confirmed, “to get the necessary levels. If you got your
arm chopped off it wouldn’t be enough because it was region specific. You need
to feel it all over and, I think, you need to be pressing back, so damage alone
won’t trigger it.”


“Trying to walk under heavy gravity,” Rio said,
drawing another conclusion.


“I’m not an Archon, but I think that would be the most
efficient means of reaching it.”


“It doesn’t work,” Paul said, dashing his hopes and
drawing a curious glance from the medtech. “I tried long ago. The level Morgan
probably survived I’ve matched and exceeded in training. It’s not going to be
enough unless we allow ourselves to be damaged at the same time, and we’re not
stupid enough to risk that. She almost died, and I think we’d have to do the
same in order to get at it that way.”


“So how did you get at it?”


“Cumulative effect would be my guess.”


“Specifically?”


“Workout load. Not one specific drill or action, but
the effect of everything adding up into a giant weight that will crush you if
you don’t rest or know how to manage it. I’ve learned and press it harder in
training in order to up my resistance to that kind of stress. I think it’s fair
to say I’ve gone further in that area than anyone else?” Paul asked, looking at
Rio.


“Holistically, yeah, I’d say you have. Vermaire,
however…” 


“Damn, why hasn’t he popped the trigger,” Paul said,
thinking hard.


“Mass,” Vortison said off hand.


“What?”


“It’s his mass…I mean I’m just guessing here, but the
larger you are the more tissue you have to spread the load through.”


“Wait a sec…” Rio said, with Paul thinking the same
thing.


“If it’s proportional to size, then the Zen’zat growth
enhancements are actually hindering their ability to achieve Jumat?”


“I’ll know more after we peg this down, but I’d
hesitantly say yes…assuming that the smaller individuals were competing on the
same level. You’re both stronger than Vermaire, I assume.”


Rio cringed. “Not exactly.”


“No?”


“Hand to hand,” Paul admitted, “he pretty much owns
us.”


“Is he stronger, in terms of muscles, per fiber?”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “Actually, I don’t know which
one of us is stronger per fiber.”


“Boris is the smallest, though not by much.”


“Percentage strength,” Vortison explained. “If you
lift a static amount of mass, the effort is spread out through your fibers. The
Knights have far more than you, so is Vermaire creating as much force, and
inversely as much strain, as you are?”


“I’ve never thought of it that way,” Paul admitted.
“He’s done what seems impossible by virtually undoing his speed penalty for his
larger size. He moves as fast as us, and coupled with his mass that gives him a
huge advantage in raw power.”


“Vortison is right,” Rio agreed. “He’s a badass, but
there’s a lot more of him to absorb punishment. If this trigger is taking the
whole person into account, then we’re ahead of him.”


“Not by that much,” Paul argued. 


“These triggers were designed for Zen’zat,” Vortison
reminded them. “The others aren’t affected by size. This one, I can say,
probably is…but if we can identify how much stress it takes it won’t matter.”


“It will if others want to share it,” Rio said,
thinking ahead. “They’ll have to find their own limit breaks.”


“Damn, you’re right,” Paul agreed. “Only me and Morgan have reached them, and hers was a fluke that
she was lucky to survive.”


“So Paul just shares it with everyone,” Vortison said
as if it was obvious.


“For the trailblazers that’s not an issue,” Rio
explained. “But going forward when there are thousands of titans he can’t be
pinned down playing Yoda.”


“You’re reserving it for titans?”


“Actually,” Paul said, thinking ahead. “I think we’ll
stick with Sav as the titan upgrade. We haven’t
discussed it in detail because it’s the only Tier 3 trigger we had, but I think
we should save Jumat for the next level.”


“Which will be?” Vortison asked.


“We haven’t named it yet,” Rio answered, but his eyes
were on Paul. “There are 8 Tier 3. You really want to divvy them out one per
level?”


“The padawans have their hands full getting all the
Tier 2s, some of which we’re still waiting on the triggers for,” Paul said
irreverently.


“I can’t give you triggers for abilities that you
haven’t unlocked,” the geneticist pointed out.


“I’m referring to the others, but fair enough. They’re
going to have a lot more to learn than we did, then they need to spend their
mage years mastering them. Add Sav at titan and
everything changes again. We take it for granted because we’re still learning
its effects, but if we throw too much at the second gen they’ll skip and
piecemeal their way forward. What we need them to do is grind it out and
develop techniques that don’t directly affect their levels.”


“Like Ginsi,” Rio pointed out.


“Exactly. She’s narrow focused. We don’t want to
encourage that, so spreading out the Tier 3s is probably a good idea.”


“500 levels to integrate Sav
seems like an overkill.”


“And to continue developing the Tier 2s,” Paul added.


Rio considered that, assuming that they did eventually
unlock them all. “Ok, I’m sold. So long as I
get Jumat before then.”


“We’re always exempt,” Paul said unnecessarily.


“Why is that?” Vortison asked, his focus mostly on his
displays.


“Because we have to figure out how everything works,”
Rio explained, “so we can write the instruction manual.”


“And the writer’s block is real,” Paul added.


“That…is something I totally understand. After all
these centuries I’m still trying to catch up with what the V’kit’no’sat geneticists
know. The learning curve, even with the abundant data we have, is massive.”


“It ought to be for a civilization that persists
millions of years,” Paul pointed out. “But don’t let that be an excuse to
sandbag. Rio wants that trigger ASAP.”


“Yes he does,” the trailblazer agreed.


“Impatient twerps,” Vortison mumbled. “Lucky for you
I’m one too. You’ll have what you need shortly, then it’ll be up to you,” he
said, pointing at Paul, “to replicate the necessary stress levels.”


The titan smiled. “Challenge accepted.”
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Paul flipped backwards, landing on his hands and
continuing to flip over to his feet again in sequence, doing a line of some
100+ back handsprings with such a fluid grace it was almost boring. When he
reached the end of the line he paused for a moment, just long enough to turn
around and head back the other way on Balboa Lane and finish his 18th lap.
Halfway down it the tiny biomonitor on his head chirped a series of Artoo beeps but Paul didn’t stop and continued with his
gymnastics tumbles.


He went ahead and did two more laps, then shook the
dizziness from his head as he jogged through the sanctum and took to a climbing
wall at speed, knowing that he needed to push his stress level higher than the
trigger required. Last time he’d pegged out he’d stopped and called Rio, but
the stress levels diminished enough in the next few minutes that by the time
the trailblazer got to him it was too late. He’d tried to get it back again
shortly, but for some reason he couldn’t and he thought it was probably a chain
effect.


That meant a sequence of stress hits some hundred or
even thousand long, which if broken would have to start all over again.
Unfortunately this time he didn’t have the luxury of an ascension prompt that
could linger on after the stress diminished, so he had to get himself up to
proper levels and then go beyond it so that he’d have some extra to lose
without taking him low enough to turn his now pointless trigger off.


Pointless as far as the V’kit’no’sat were concerned,
for they had no idea that there would be a way to cheat the process.


As Paul climbed the wall he got another series of
electronic bleeps telling him that he’d just ratcheted up another level.
Switching actions, he’d learned, helped increase the stress whereas if he’d
just stuck with the tumbles he would have become immune to it after a while,
plus his fatigue would have diminished his movement speed. By switching to
another activity that used his muscles in a ‘fresh’ way he would get more bang
for his buck and cause his stress levels to skyrocket…so that’s what he had
been doing these past few weeks, with his biomonitor now programmed to tell him
how far above the trigger he was.


It also sent out a signal on its own telling Rio to
get his ass over to Paul. This one happened to catch him while he was sleeping,
so by the time he got out of bed and over to the sanctum Paul was a half mile
into his never-ending wall climb and busy grasping and throwing himself up a
meter or two at a time from the knobs and ledges, forcing the pace so hard he
was almost falling, but with little danger there considering he was only 3
meters off the ground as he fought to stay ahead of the vertical treadmill’s
safety slow that would activate when he got within a meter of the ground.


I’m here,
Rio told him telepathically, standing off to the side as he watched his peer
climbing the moving wall with such recklessness it was a mix of comical and
awe-inspiring. 


Five more
minutes. I want the cushion.


I’ll be ready
when you are, Rio said, sitting down crosslegged and clearing his mind as
he ran himself through the basics of the twin link again. It took a few seconds
of calibration each time he tried it with someone and he hoped to shave one of
those off if he could with a little preemptive mental alignment. Paul was of no
help to him right now, but he could reach out and sense the other to a degree,
allowing him to create a mental handshake that was ready and waiting when Paul
suddenly flipped backwards off the wall and landed on the floor feet first,
only to be dumped backwards by the momentum and his weak limbs.


He got up and jogged over to Rio, sitting down while
mentally establishing the twin link between them as he felt his repetitive
numbness begin to diminish as the rest break ate into it. A moment later he
could sense what Rio did, and vice versa, but in order to get the trigger to
transfer they had to share a specific section of their biotelemetry, and in
order to do that they had to go deep. Since they couldn’t cheery pick very well
they had to go broad spectrum and link as much of their minds together as
possible, accomplished via continuous transmission rather than battlemeld…for
that was the only way the cheat could work. Battlemeld was designed to not
activate triggers, but the twin link was an anomaly that let one think that the
other’s body was actually theirs, if they got the bond strong enough.


Both Paul and Rio had done this many times before with
their padawans and others they were sharing abilities with, but this was the
only one they had a countdown on, for the other ‘temporaries’ required an
internal alignment they could produce while sitting there, whereas stress and
fatigue had to be garnered through physical activity. They’d practiced many
times over the past weeks after workouts, trying to shorten the connection time
and by now they had it down to a step by step process that brought them closer
with each connection. After a few seconds the two began to lose their
individuality and think as a pair, with Rio’s biomonitor popping up to 3 green
soon thereafter. 


Rio could see it through Paul’s eyes, so there was no
need to talk. Their twin link was now unnecessary, but they held it up until he
reached 1 yellow, at which time Paul broke free and Rio concentrated
internally, though the other titan did establish a regular Ikrid link to help
him stabilize the growing storm inside.


“Patience,” he urged. “You’re not going for it this
time.”


“Killjoy,” Rio said as he fought to keep the storm
brewing inside him without snuffing it out entirely. The plan was to stay in
yellow and not hit red, allowing his body to start prepping for the flash
growth later so to avoid the cascade that Paul had experienced, though with an
extra Tier 3 to his credit, Rio’s would probably be even worse. “I got this.
Just stand by in case I lose it.”


Paul withdrew his deep stabilizing presence and just
observed what was happening. Unlike his own, Rio’s ascension prompt started
stronger, but still weaker than the other psionics. Perhaps that was because their
bodies knew the toll that this was going to take under the cascade or perhaps
something just unique to Jumat. Either way, Rio had to go against his standard
operating procedure of pushing for red and this time try to avoid it and make
the process linger in order to prep for the transformation later…and by later
he meant not today, which Paul knew would require him pushing himself to the
trigger again tomorrow or the next day, and perhaps several times more to get
Rio where he needed to be.


After about ten minutes, with Rio still holding his 2
yellow bars, a rude Artoo bleep indicated that Paul
had slipped beneath the trigger level. 


“I’m out,” Paul said.


“I’ve got it from here. Go ahead and get back to
normal training.”


“Training? I’m going to get some Mariokart
action in then head to bed. I’m exhausted.”


“Don’t rest up too much. I’ll need you to hit it again
tomorrow.”


“Two days…don’t push it.”


“Fine,” Rio grumbled. 


“Don’t go red,” Paul warned, standing up.


“I won’t. Thanks, buddy.”


“I’m serious. Don’t go there yet.”


“Dude, I’m not lying. Playing it the wussy way.”


“You don’t want that cascade, trust me.”


“Last one was bad enough, thanks. I’ll take the slow
route this time. Just don’t like having you trash yourself over and over again
to get at it.”


“It’s a tradeoff. My skill work is sucking, but it’s
getting easier to reach this level. A century or two from now I’ll probably be
hitting the trigger in daily workouts without trying, so I’m guessing this is
as hard as it’ll get.”


“Still think you’re going to catch Morgan?”


“I am going to catch her,” Paul said firmly. “In about
7 months if I don’t have too many guests come looking for psionic handouts.”


Rio smiled. “I’m not going to be able to pass it on,
you know.”


“I know, but as long as Morgan is out there fighting
she’s losing ground to me. This overload training is useful, but it won’t
factor into the scaling until down the road. I’d prefer to get top spot back soon,
but I can wait as long as necessary knowing that I’m pulling ahead of her off
the charts.”


“You are one badass muther.”


“Ya mon,” Paul said,
accepting the compliment and walking off to let Rio spend as much time as he
wanted, or could, in the ascension…which amounted to a good hour and a half
until his grip slipped and he started to head up into red uncontrollably, at
which point he forcibly ended the ascension, with the mental storm disappearing
and Rio left with a bit of a headache. 


By that time Paul was gone so he let him be and went
back to bed, letting the prep work soak in and getting back to his own training
the next day. No calls came in for him, just as Paul had said, and he wondered
if his fellow trailblazer wasn’t pushing himself to that level or had just
turned his calling device off. Either way, Rio got in a good day’s training and
entered his next sleep cycle, which was offset from Paul’s given that they each
had a different length of training day.


That meant he was woke up in the middle of his night
again when the call came, with Rio happily getting out of bed and tracking Paul
down inside the sanctum. This time he was running laps on the halo track, so
Rio jogged over to the transition incline and ran up onto the ‘wall’ and took
off to the right, disappearing into the tunnel that ran a complete circle more
than mile wide. It’d taken some reworking into Atlantis’s architecture, but the
standard quarter mile oval was no longer useful to the trailblazers. The speeds
they ran at were hampered by the sharp turns, hence the halo track had been
developed that had no turns, rather they ran in a straight line that gradually
bent upward and looped back on itself, with artificial gravity allowing them to
run horizontal around the inside of the hoop while feeling as if they were
upright.


With that large of a track it took some time for Rio
to catch up to Paul, but he had taken off the opposite direction so to meet up
with him as quickly as their paths crossed rather than trying to race to
overtake him the hard way. When he eventually did see Paul’s feet appear far
ahead he slowed to a stop and let the sweat-soaked Archon come to a stop next
to him. Both sat down off to the side of the road-sized track and linked up,
with Rio’s body/mind thinking Paul’s status was its own and the trigger popping
him into another ascension.


“I’m going to take it slow, but I’m going for this
one.”


“Big surprise,” Paul said, releasing the twin link. 


“Might be a good idea to get a medical scanner on me.”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “That it would. Can you walk
or do you want a ride?”


“I’d rather stay on top of this,” Rio said, with him
already 3 bars into the yellow.


“Turn inward and I’ll get you there without any
bumps.”


“Hopefully they’ll learn a bit about the cascade when
I’m fried,” he said before blocking out most external stimuli and turning
inward as Paul suggested.


“Let’s hope it’s less this time,” the level 134 titan
said, telekinetically lifting Rio off the ground on an invisible plate that
allowed him to still sit crosslegged. He started walking forward with him in
tow, then got tired of it and just ran. It looked weird, but Paul’s Lachka was
more than strong enough to do it, and he even added a wind shield around him so
Rio wouldn’t notice. 


When he got to the nearest track entrance, for there
were many on the giant hula hoop, he transitioned back into a walk and headed
through the sanctum and out into Atlantis’s corridors drawing odd stares from
everyone he passed with his floating passenger in tow. He got Rio into the closest
lift car and transitioned to the medical wing where Vortison was busy at work
on something when he entered the main lab. He saw the man do a double-take from
his office, then jump up from his console and come out into the larger work
room.


“He’s working on his second ascension,” Paul
explained, “and is going to push it through to completion. Thought you’d like
to get some active sensors on him.”


Vortison nodded. “We never have seen you guys actually
go through the process. Put him on that table,” the medtech said, pointing to
one of their work stations, “and we’ll bring the equipment to him. How long
does he have?”


“I’d guess he’ll be working on it for an hour or so,
but there’s no way to tell. When your control slips you either have to push it
through or cancel it.”


“Quickly people,” Vortison said with a snap of his
fingers and his team splitting up like an angry hive of bees as they moved
around to grab whatever tech they required. 


Paul set Rio down on the workstation, which was at the
moment deactivated so his butt wouldn’t be pressing any buttons, and left him
there just as he had been on the track, turned inward and processing. He gently
grabbed his wrist and took a peek inside his head while noting that his
biomonitor was at 4 yellow.


We’re here and
the medtechs are setting up. Can you give them a few minutes?


I’ll be at this
longer than that. As much as I want Jumat I don’t want my head to explode.


No promises. You
can still cancel out and go for it on a third try.


No, I’m going
for it this time. Need a baseline to figure out how much processing others will
need to go through to avoid the cascade. If I cut it too short we’ll know what
not to do.


Well that’s
brilliant. 


Am I wrong?


No…just
reckless. As usual.


For all of us.


Shut up and
focus. I’ll make sure they have a regenerator standing by.


Don’t use it
unless I ask for it. Gonna try and stick this out the
hard way if I can.


Alright. Do what
you need to do. If you want help stabilizing I’ll be here poking around in your
head.


That’s
comforting.


Sorry, no hot
chicks available this time.


On that note…


We’ll deal with
the dream later. Get this thing now.


I intend to.


Paul let their conversation end there and stayed with
him through the latter stages. He did ask for help then, trying to ride out 4
red for a while longer in the hopes of minimizing the pain to come. Eventually
Rio warned him off and Paul broke the link, then his biomonitor started
flashing red and he saw Rio’s body wriggle around a bit like he had an itch
running down his back that he couldn’t scratch. 


The holographic monitor off to the side displaying
Rio’s body exploded with fireworks that showed the flash tissue growth inside
of him over the next few seconds, with all of the medtechs going wide eyed when
they witnessed just how fast and widespread it was. While his mass didn’t
change, only repositioned within his body, it looked like he gained over a pound
and a half of tissue, accounting for .9% of his biomass…which was insane,
judging from Vortison’s expression.


Soon the fireworks settled and Rio slumped over,
leaning a hand on the table for balance. 


“How bad?” Paul asked.


“Not as bad as last time, but it still hurts like
a...I don’t know. Get the regenerator.”


“I thought you said it wasn’t as bad?”


“I can’t train like this, and I want to get started
tomorrow.”


Paul nodded and turned to Vortison. “Get the wuss his binky.”


Rio’s lip curled in a snarl that was fueled by the
pain washing through him. “I hate you.”


“Kerrie’s not here to say it, so I did.”


“She probably would,” he said, leaning back and half
falling as his left arm collapsed down to where his elbow hit the tabletop.
“Ok, maybe this is as bad as last time.”


“It’ll be over in a few seconds,” a medtech said,
bringing the regenerator over to him.


“Wait!” Vortison yelled, and the assistant froze in
place a few inches away from making contact with the trailblazer’s body. 


“I hate you too,” Rio added.


“I just need a few seconds,” he said, reconfiguring
one of the sensors. “If we monitor what the Kich’a’kat repairs then we’ll know
how the cascade is damaging you and may be able to create a dampener of sorts.”


“Worth,” Rio said, looking at Paul and adding in a
whisper, “Give him 60, then smack that thing on me.”


“Just a moment more,” Vortison said, punching keys and
swiping touchscreens in a fury. “Ok, do it now.”


The medtech set the regenerator against Rio’s bare
neck and it clung there, melting against his skin and diving into it with tiny
tendrils that looked oh so torturous, but Paul knew from experience that he
couldn’t feel them, for they were numbing everything as they went. On the
monitor the tendrils spread throughout the interior of Rio’s body but didn’t
linger for long, eventually pulling back on their tiny paths and healing the microdamage they created during the withdraw. When the tiny
bits of machine pooled into globs on the surface they melted back into their
original rigid form and the device fell away from his neck with the medtech
catching it before it could land in his lap.


“Damn, wish I’d used that last time,” Rio said,
flexing his jaw and blinking several times.


“You were right to come here,” Vortison commented, his
eyes on his consoles and not the pair of trailblazers. “We’ve got a slew of
information to sift through that we’ve never had before.”


“Come on, Gumby,” Paul said, pulling Rio off the table
and holding onto his arm knowing that his legs were going to be a bit weak with
his first steps. “Nap time for you.”


“No arguments there.”


“Later, fellas,” Paul said as the medtechs were
gathering around Vortison and largely ignoring the two Archons. 


“Ingrates,” Rio muttered as they left the lab and
headed back to their turf inside Atlantis.



 

Half an hour after Rio hit the pillows and passed out,
his mind became blocked to outside vision and he slipped into the recurrent dream
again, working his way through a process that he had never recalled before, but
when he woke some 13 hours later he gathered his thoughts and found he was able
to remember a few new details…or rather details that he hadn’t been able to
recall previously. The places he had been, including that particular sky with 4
suns in it, were now almost recognizable, but still just out of mind’s reach,
as if he had a word on the tip of his tongue and couldn’t remember it.


What he did remember was a short sentence that he’d
constructed while in the dream itself. Something that he had done many times
before but failed to remember. He had been trying to send his waking self a
message, and this time enough of it remained to survive the passage between
dream world and real world.


Indiana Jones find the idol.
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