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Jason ducked under a spinning holographic Zen’zat arm,
dropping down to his ankles before jumping up and backwards into a flip,
kicking out simultaneously into the opponent’s gut with both feet, but he
wasn’t fast enough and the warrior twisted at the midsection and sidestepped
causing Jason’s feet to miss. The trailblazer arched his back midair, not
getting the backwards momentum he expected, then he created a Lachka field in
between the two of them on reflex, knocking them apart before the much taller
warrior could grab hold of him.


He dodged a kick by a few inches and rolled sideways
onto his feet, deciding to stay low and launching himself back towards his
opponent. Jason went for a grapple, throwing in a feint with his hands. He
reached them upwards as he lunged, then snapped them back down and got hold of
one of the giant’s legs. This one was bigger than most Knights by a good six
inches and had the body mass to match. It would have been hard for Jason to
move him if he hadn’t been so strong, but pulling aside and tossing a 320 pound
mass wasn’t a big deal nowadays, even without a psionic boost.


Jason used it though, surging his speed using a Yetu boost
as he stepped to the left and pulled the big leg with him as he also twisted
and extended his grip, throwing the male Zen’zat simulation program across the
ring near to the out of bounds marker. For this exercise it was activated, so
as the very agile giant caught himself in a three point stance Jason launched
into him, again feigning high but dropping low instead. He balled up just shy
of the Zen’zat’s feet then exploded upward, shoving
both coiled arms into the man’s pelvis in a Kamehameha-like shove that knocked
the hologram up off its feet and backwards.


The green-clad hologram passed by the out of bounds
line and the simulation ended with the man disappearing as if he’d been
Jedi-ghosted. The control board on the other side of the room lit up with
holographic stats as Jason walked over to it and read the V’kit’no’sat script.
The point of this drill was to keep himself from getting thrown out of bounds,
for the Zen’zat programs didn’t hesitate to use their mass against him and even
one grip point was enough to send him flying into disqualification territory,
which usually ended up with him bouncing off the surrounding walls.


Jason had to move quickly and not make a mistake, but
so long as he could do that he owned this program, for his Sav
made everything look like it was in slow motion. The fighting never overwhelmed
his mind causing him to miss things, and even when he did get hit in the head
or otherwise disoriented he recovered so fast he didn’t miss much. This
challenge would punish him handily if he made a single mistake, but this time
at least he’d come out on top, making him 11/5 today.


That should have been a clean score, but if these
training simulations were accurate then the Zen’zat were beasts where commando
skills came into question. There were 6 basic tiers to Zen’zat strength levels,
which translated into status positions. Level 1 and 2 constituted the bulk of
their forces, as of 100 millenia ago anyway. Level 3
was their elite class, with the others being rare to acquire and making up less
than .5% of their number. Ironnsey had been a level 6
and over a million years old when the Zak’de’ron had
killed him in an orbital bombardment during one of several civil wars, though
it had also been their largest and most costly internecine.


There had been two more previously, with the known
Raptor Rebellion later that had led to the abandonment of Earth. Jason knew
most of the elite Zen’zat had been killed when the V’kit’no’sat had tried to
destroy the Zak’de’ron, and thankfully so. With any
luck the Rit’ko’sor had knocked off a few more, but even Zen’zat being born on
the day Earth was abandoned were now more than 100 times older than Jason and
the eldest Archons, which worried him considerably.


However, he and the trailblazers did now have an
advantage on most of them, for it wasn’t typical for Zen’zat to possess as many
psionics as the mages now did. Zen’zat had to individually discover each beyond
the first tier and battlemeld didn’t exist as far as they knew. That meant an
opponent with roughly equal hand to hand skills as Jason would be a pretty easy
takedown with the psionics added on top…though it’d depend what the other guy
had as well, not to mention to what level he’d adapted them, for the psionics
had a great deal more potential than even Jason had attained.


The telekinetic wedge push he’d just used was such an
example and was something that he could not have even attempted to do when he
first developed Lachka, for he had to project the field independently of
himself. That little trick had taken a long time to learn, then even longer to
develop to sufficient levels, and there were many more in the database that
he’d not yet figured out, plus who knew how many other applications that had
yet to be discovered.


The Archons were basically writing the book on the
battlemeld customizations since there were no records in the pyramid, but so
far they hadn’t created any new tricks with the known psionics, for the Zen’zat
had millennia to figure out, work on, and refine those. That said, Jason and
some of the others were seeing potential in some places now that they had Sav to work with, and that was an ability that few Zen’zat
had ever achieved.


The training program Jason had just used was a tier 3
level 82, and had he not possessed Sav there was no
way he could have held his own. Though there was no true translation between
Zen’zat levels and Archon ones, for they both trained and measured skills
differently, a level 1 mage was roughly equivalent to the boundary line between
tier 1 and tier 2 Zen’zat. Throw in the slew of psionics the mages had and that
meant that, per their levels 100,000 years ago, the mages could best more than
half the Zen’zat population…in theory. 


Archons were smaller than Zen’zat, and that factored
in heavily in a way that the V’kit’no’sat measurements couldn’t fully
anticipate. Jason knew that with their smaller size they would have an easier
time attaining the mobility and agility necessary to really put Sav to use, though individuals like Vermaire had shown that
the extra bulk didn’t mean one was slow and the thought of Zen’zat like him
coming after them really made Jason worry, for right now he couldn’t take him,
nor could most of the trailblazers unless they were working together.


Now, that was because they weren’t using psionics when
they sparred, and Morgan especially with her Jumat could take Vermaire down
with little trouble, but in sheer hand to hand combat the Black Knight was
superior and Jason knew he ranked somewhere in the 2nd tier of Zen’zat levels…and
that was without Sav, which presently only the
trailblazers possessed.


Their battlemeld skills gave the trailblazers the
ability to take on higher level Zen’zat in groups, so Jason felt fairly
confident that if/when they faced them they could hold their own, but the real
problem now was the fact that the V’kit’no’sat wouldn’t just deploy a small
team of Zen’zat, they’d deploy them in the millions if necessary. They were
their infantry, and the Archons were not for Star Force. They had the Regulars
and Knights for that, so when you compared apples to apples it was still going
to be a slaughter.


Time. Time was what Jason and the others needed. Given
that, he was confident they’d find a way to defend themselves, though how that
was going to work he wasn’t sure. And the Zen’zat were the least of their
problems.


Jason went through another 12 rounds in the small
sparring chamber then left the upper levels of the pyramid, running down the
ramp system until he got to what had originally been the Oso’lon section. Given
the huge size of the Brontosauruses their chambers were likewise large, including
their own holographic training chamber. When Jason got down there he coasted to
a stop at the entrance and saw a group of Clan Metal Gear Archons going through
some sort of joint challenge against what looked to be three Zen’zat.


“Jason,” one of the Metal Gears who was standing off
to the side observing said when he finally noticed the sweat-drenched Archon.
“You need this room?”


“Yeah. How close are they?”


“They just started a 45 minute drill.”


“Oooh, yeah. I’m not waiting
that long. Sorry.”


“Not a problem,” he said, turning around and walking
over to a very large control board that was set into the floor. “You’ve got
priority. Mind if we stick around and watch?”


“Just stay out of bounds,” Jason said as the Archon
brought up a much smaller holographic interface that was built for Zen’zat and
deactivated the current program. The three Zen’zat disappeared and one of the
Metal Gear’s who was throwing a punch at the time
tripped forward when the blow hit air instead of body. He recovered going
through a somersault and flipped back up onto his feet as he looked over to the
side in question and protest.


“Clear the ring. Jason’s called dibs.”


“Sorry guys,” the trailblazer apologized as they
walked off the parking lot sized sparring area and over to the control station
near the door. Once they were all outside the designated area he stepped up to
the holographic controls floating in midair and pulled up a different training
program with the Metal Gear’s training officer’s eyes going wide when he saw
which directory we was accessing.


“I thought those were banned?”


“They are, save for us,” Jason said as a 4 meter tall
Voro’nam appeared in the center of the huge ring, which had been designed for
combat training amongst the larger V’kit’no’sat races. 


“Holy shit,” the Archon whispered, then turned to the
others. “Grab a seat and some popcorn fellas…up next to the wall.”


“Thank you,” Jason said as he headed towards the
holographic Pachycephalosaurus. Like the Zen’zat holograms this training
program had no safeties involved, meaning this monster was quite capable of
stepping on him and breaking bones in the process. Jason wasn’t wearing armor
either, which made things even more dangerous, and was why the trailblazers had
banned the use of any of the programs other the Zen’zat ones.


As soon as Jason stepped into the ring the Voro’nam
charged him, lowering the bony dome atop its head into a battering ram as the
Human likewise ran towards him, crossing a football field before the two met.
Dangerous as the head dome was, the spikes coming out the back of it were quite
lethal, even if holographic, though with regenerators handy it was unlikely
that any V’kit’no’sat actually died during training. Star Force kept several
here and the medical staff running the facility were amongst their best, trying
to decipher more of their secrets as well as to aid the numerous teams that
were both training and analyzing the small city built inside the V’kit’no’sat
structure.


Jason knew what recovering from that level of an
injury would mean and didn’t want to go through losing more of his hard earned
levels with new tissue having to be grown, so while he wasn’t worried about
dying he really didn’t want to get jabbed. That said, he did have bioshields
that could block him from getting spiked if he made a mistake whereas most
Archons did not, but still this was risky and he was intentionally doing it
without armor.


And it wasn’t the first time either, which was why he
was confident that he could handle the basic level training programs of the
much larger race. Voro’nam had a variety of sizes, growing larger with rank
rather than years, and this one was a third tier, which made it larger than
most of the skeletons found on Earth and easily outmassed him equivalent to
that of an elephant, save this one wasn’t slow at all.


Voro’nam were amongst the most agile of the
V’kit’no’sat races, and the head butt attempt the hologram tried was merely a
feint with the biped twisting around on its feet in a level spin at the last
moment, swinging its thick tail around and trying to roundhouse Jason. With his
Sav and well-trained reflexes he could see it coming
a mile away, for while the Voro’nam were fast by the big guys’ standards they
weren’t nearly as fast as Zen’zat or even Rit’ko’sor. 


But they were strong, and had that tail hit him Jason
would have been sent flying and possibly cracked a few ribs. He jumped over it,
then landed in a spring hop that brought him up and over the Voro’nam’s head as
it rotated around to nail him a moment later. With his Pefbar on Jason could
see everything as he flipped over in midair, knowing where he was coming down
so he could juke to the right before that tail came at him again.


When it missed he shot forward, jumping into a kick
that hit the Voro’nam in the left side of its body between foreleg and aft. The
impact barely moved the big thing, and Jason had to retreat quickly to get out
of range of either tail or head, which is what the program typically fought
with. 


Crouching down so that its front legs touched ground
and it momentarily became a quadruped, the Voro’nam loaded its back legs into a
power crouch as it oriented towards Jason. He held still for a moment then
tweaked his Yetu to launch him into a power jump up and over the Voro’nam as it
flashed horizontally across the ground towards him in its own power jump.


Its head crossed a meter underneath Jason and he came
down on its flat back, for it had no spines or tusks other than the four on the
back of its head. He landed well away from those and let himself slide off to the
right before latching on with his left hand. From there he quickly pushed off
with both feet and landed hands first on the ground beside the Voro’nam,
springing into a second bounce that landed him on his feet and he ran for
distance. 


The Voro’nam’s tail swung towards him but missed, then
it rotated around in a full circle and charged after him, head low enough to
the ground to show Jason the tips of those spikes on the back of its domed head.
While the training simulators couldn’t replicate psionics, neither could they
replicate any energy expenditures, leaving them simply hand to hand practice
tools, otherwise a ruby red beam of energy would have been coming off those and
sniping him down. 


It wasn’t the same type of energy as what the Hjar’at had, but a type of slow moving laser-esk
bioweapon that could be used to shoot enemies off their backs or tail, but
could also be used in a limited forward arc when they lowered their head such
as this. Rit’ko’sor especially liked to jump and land on the backs of their
opponents, and Voro’nam was one race that had been genetically engineered to
counter that threat. 


Jason knew that, but as long as this hologram didn’t
have them then he was still going to hop on and off the thing whenever
possible. He couldn’t beat this thing, and never had been able to pass even the
first level tests due to his simple lack of concussive damage. Unless he could
get some hard hits in the internal counting mechanism wouldn’t give him any
credit for the light taps he was attempting to lay down now and the sparring
match would continue indefinitely. 


To Jason that was a challenge he couldn’t refuse, plus
he wanted the practice for if he ever went up against one of these things in
real life. It’d have its weaponry, he’d have his armor, so he figured this was
about as fair of a training sim as he could imagine.
And as a sim, none of his Ikrid tricks would work on
the thing, so he was going to have to use brute force alone…which was laughable
given the matchup he was in, for he had no brute force to work with, relatively
speaking.


Jason kept playing with the thing, ducking and dodging
for several minutes before he finally made an attempt to land a heavy blow.
After getting use to the Voro’nam’s movement patterns he baited it into another
spin then yanked down telekinetically on its tail as hard as he could, forcing
it to drag across the ground and slow the spin to a stop. The Voro’nam’s legs
got twisted up underneath it and it stumbled for a moment, dropping to a knee
as Jason darted forward with a Yetu running burst and aimed directly for the
top of its horizontal back as it sat head up and tail down.


His sprint arced ever so slightly into a jump that
brought him elbow first down onto the place where tail transitioned into torso.
Without armor on his elbow he impacted the holographic representation of a
hard, callous plate that sent tingles up his arm on impact as he nailed his own
funny bone, but the Voro’nam sunk slightly with the hit, which was enough time
for Jason to whip himself away and kick off into another jump that got him clear
of the damn tail as it swung around again to nail him as the Voro’nam sat on
the floor, leaning forward with both arms and shuffling frantically to create
the momentum swing.


“Check that hit,” Jason said to the Metal Gears as he
continued to evade as the Voro’nam came after him again. He didn’t bother to
look at the distant Archons, knowing that if he lost his focus and this thing
even stepped on him with its small legs he’d end up in the med bay. 


“Two point six!” he heard one of them yell back, but
that number impressed him far less than the observers. He was hoping at least
for a 4, with other Voro’nam typically registering 12 or better with even their
light grazes against each other. 


Jason kept trying for another half hour then stopped
before he got too loopy and made a mistake. Rather than use the far controls he
simply linked into the telepathic array, finding the node in the ceiling and
shutting the hologram down directly. The dangerous Voro’nam disappeared in the
blink of an eye with just a hint of pseudomotion as
it vanished, then Jason walked back over to the very stunned onlookers.


“That’s why we need to shoot the things,” he explained
to the rangers and strikers. “We can’t land blows that do more than tickle
them. If you ever find yourself up against one of these things, run away, find
a damn mech, then go kick its ass. You can’t do it hand to hand.”
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Jason’s dropship flew him across the planet to the
opposite pole, taking him from the Antarctic pyramid up to a brand new city
built in the Arctic Ocean. Technically it was sitting in the ice, poking up
above the surface while its substructures went all the way down into the
seafloor. The city was a third bigger than Atlantis and her copies that covered
Earth’s oceans, but there were no civilians here, nor Star Force employees.
This city had but one purpose, and that was to house the elite Archon Trials.


Davis and Wilson had designed it together, leaving the
Archons out of the equation. The first major Trials had happened 8 years ago
and were located in a number of other facilities reconfigured to utilize the
new challenges Wilson had devised…but he’d gone all out on this facility and
hadn’t let the Archons know what half of it contained. Part of the Trials was
empire status marks, but Wilson had also added individual Trials so that
Archons, like the trailblazers, could rack up scores even when they weren’t on
Earth. Those Jason was familiar with, but everything else here was going to be
a surprise.


The first Trials had resulted in Clan Sangheili
gaining a chunk of the first prize system, which they’d then traded away to
Clan Scorpion, but the biggest winners were Clan Joanna and Clan Badass
Mongoose, who took the top two prizes. Megan and Bo now each had a planet of
their own within the Neffa System, while the rest of
it had been divvyed up amongst the other Clans that earned at least small
victories. Given how many subcategories there were some 28 Clans had gained
territory there, but the current system they were working on was Chorra and it had more than twice the territory to be
handed out, with a good 60% of it coming from what happened over the next month
in the primary Trials.


None of the Archons had been allowed within the Trials
facility until today, which left Jason arriving more or less at the same time
as the others. As his dropship approached the city that aptly was named
Solitude, there were hundreds of others in the airspace with many more already
on their way down from orbit or across the surface. Jason had arrived early to
get some training in at the pyramid, but the rest of his Clan was coming down
from orbit over the next three days, after which the first round of the Trials
would begin. 


He was bringing some 1,023 Archons, Knights, and
Regulars with him, all of whom were upper level and arguably the best the Clan
had. They would be doing what he didn’t know for sure, but as soon as he landed
he guessed he would find out…unless Wilson meant to keep it a surprise up until
the moment the Trial began, which was a distinct possibility
knowing the man’s tendencies. The previous Trials had been his typical brand of
challenging, with all the Trailblazers feeling like they were back in basic
again. That had prompted them all to return for this one, including Morgan, who
virtually never got involved in the ongoing Trials save for her individual
marks. 


Those she was racking up in one of the new Elite
Sanctums that the trailblazers had collectively agreed to build. There were a
scattering across the major Star Force systems like Sol and Epsilon Eridani,
but most of them were within the Clans themselves. His Clan had only built one,
which would service only mages and up going forward. That meant there were only
32 Archons within Clan Sangheili that could use it, yet it was the largest
sanctum they possessed and held a lot of new training equipment and challenge
courses, most of which Wilson was responsible for. He’d really taken Davis’
mandate to heart and was helping the Clans up their game by playing adversary
and subjecting them to a whole new level of badassery.


And the trailblazers were losing to his
challenges…which they totally liked. Not the losing thing per se, but what it
meant was they had real challenges to overcome now and that was something
they’d been sorely missing. When Jason and the others had built new challenges
for themselves they always knew how to beat them, in theory anyway, once they
got strong enough, but with Wilson you had no clue what was coming and had to
figure it out on the go.


To put it simply, you couldn’t hide your own Easter
eggs. And with this new mandate Wilson had taken the reins of Easter Bunny away
from the trailblazers, for the most part, and returned them to being the searchers…which
was why they were all coming here, eager to fight it out with the rest of the
Clans, but just as eager to see what Wilson was going to throw at them. 


The elite sanctums were restricted to the upper levels
because, literally, they were too dangerous for any of the weaker Archons.
There were tons of safety protocols in place, but everything was built for the
expectations of strength, speed, and agility far beyond what an adept could
produce. There literally weren’t any ‘easy’ settings on the basic challenges,
meaning that though the sanctum held the same stuff you’d see in a normal
version, it was all supped up to the point where lesser Archons simply couldn’t
use it.


Jason liked that idea so much that he had started to
see the normal sanctums as kiddy playgrounds. He used them when he needed, and
they did have settings for mages and beyond, but he just felt at home in the
elite sanctum and spent most of his training time there in isolation.
Occasionally a few other mages would be training at the same time, but they were
almost always off on missions, leaving the elite sanctums across Star Force
territory empty most of the time. Clan Saber had the most mages of any Clan,
currently sitting at 57, but that was going to climb greatly as the larger number
of Archons behind them started to catch up. 


Originally there had been only one class per year, if
that, but now they were graduating approximately 30 Archon classes every
calendar rotation and that number was rising along with the Human population.
It was never fixed, for it was derived from the amount of candidates that
passed the tests, but the further you went down the timeline the more Archons
there were, meaning that eventually the elite sanctums would start to fill up
with mages as they earned the rank. As it was, Jason and the other trailblazers
were nearing the end of their dark blue armor status.


He was currently a level 498 mage and ranked 7th among
the Archons. Ahead of him one level was Ryan, with the other five already
having transitioned to the next 500 level rank of Titan that came with the golden armor. They were Greg, Kerrie,
Aaron, Paul, and of course Morgan. She currently held a level 11 titan ranking,
putting her 12 ahead of him. That was a chunk of training that would take him
anywhere between 5 and 10 years to catch up to, though you never knew for sure
how you were going to advance through each level. Some were harder than others,
and with all 5 skill divisions having to be mastered it was always your weak
area that determined your upgrade timetable.


For Jason and a lot of the Archons that was aquatics,
but for Morgan it was currently aerial that was her lowest area. Her commando
skills were 42 levels above Jason’s, so the Archon rankings were a bit
deceiving as to who could beat who in a fight and really a mark of overall
skill, but he was still surprised that he had held so close to her after all
these centuries. Right now the lowest ranking trailblazer was mage 424 and that
was Clark-066, with the next closest Archon to him being level 392. There was
definitely a gap between the trailblazers and the others that was widening a
bit with time, which was both good news and bad.


The second gen should have been closer than that, and
aside from Kara they’d been losing ground slowly. On the up side Ginsi was
continuing to tear her way up the ranks for Clan Croft. Her pace had slowed a
bit from early on, but she was now a level 45 striker and pretty much leveling
up twice as fast as everyone else. Her primary area of expertise wasn’t clear,
for every time she gained a few levels in one area she’d shunt her training
focus to the weak one, keeping all 5 marks basically the same. Jason doubted
she’d catch up to the trailblazers, but it was impressive to see her working
her way through the training so fast.


His own scores were increasing in pace now that Wilson
was feeding them new challenges, and it was clear to Jason that Ginsi wasn’t so
much a prodigy as much as she was a peer. The difference was that every level
the trailblazers advanced was crude, for they were pushing the limits and
actually writing the level requirements ahead of them. Those usually didn’t get
revised, but the more Archons that passed through them essentially left notes
for others to come so they could maximize their training effectiveness for all
the tricks needed. Ginsi was getting the benefit of all of that, so if her
badass skills were on par with Jason’s then she should be leveling up faster
than he did.


Taryn had said she was bringing her to these Trials
despite her lower rank, and Jason was curious to see if she had any magic in
her. Archons loved a challenge and she was basically getting thrown in over her
head. It would be fun to watch, but if she came up against Jason he was taking
her down quickly. Clan points mattered, and everyone was going to be fighting
for each and every one they could get, as they should be. Territorial
allotments aside, this was the type of competition that they needed to really
ratchet up their advancement.


When Jason’s dropship landed it came in through an
atmospheric shield that kept the polar air out so that the crews could operate
without wearing envirosuits. Jason stepped out into room temperature air
despite the sky overhead being clear of any machinery. The shield was just a
bubble covering the landing area, with a few other dropships coming down in
through it as his unloaded him then took off again, heading back to where it
had come. Only the crews necessary to facilitate the Trials would be staying
here, meaning all dropship pilots would be stationed in nearby cities and
called for when transport was needed.


Jason had come without gear, knowing he could get
whatever he needed here, so he walked across the landing pad and into a wall
entrance with free hands and a clear head, looking around almost like a tourist
to see what Davis and Wilson had built. He ducked into a tunnel and walked down
two levels until he came to a reception area with a check-in desk.


“Mr. Sangheili himself,” a male attendant said,
pulling out a datachip from a special batch and
handing it to him. “All instructions needed. I’m not allowed to say any more.”


“Who’s orders?” Jason asked curiously.


“Head Trainer Wilson. Please step into the car and
insert the chip.”


Jason smiled and walked towards one of the three pod
cars with open doors. He chose the middle one and stepped inside, pivoting
around and finding a tiny slot on a wall panel but no other controls. He slid
it in and the doors closed, taking him elsewhere in the facility. 


He half expected there to be a holographic interface,
maybe a brief explanation of where he and the other Sangheili would be
billeted, but nothing happened. He couldn’t feel the movement of the pod due to
the artificial gravity and IDF so he just waited in silence, not knowing how
long it would take. After what seemed like a long time he began to wonder so he
pushed out his Pefbar to look through the walls and see how fast the pod was
moving…which was when he realized he couldn’t. He could see everything around
him inside the pod, but not past the walls.


“What the hell?” he said, spinning about and looking
with his eyes. He reached out to touch the walls but stopped short as a slight
buzz sounded over his head. He saw the energy shield materialize there both
with his eyes and Pefbar a moment before the floor dropped out from under him. 


He fell fast, brushing up against his hip into the
angled tube of a dry waterslide that was completely dark. Jason could make out
the interior of the tube with his Pefbar though, but again he couldn’t see
through it. His mind went through several scenarios in a split second, with him
knowing in his gut this was Wilson’s doing even before the short ride ended and
he exited the tube into freefall. 


His Pefbar opened up around him just in time to make
out the wall of water below him. He hit it butt first and smacked the back of
his head on his way in, getting a jet of water up his nose in the process that
he clamped down on. The pool was deep and he couldn’t find the bottom for a
moment, but he could still see the surface with his Pefbar so he clawed towards
it as he forced himself to tolerate the water in his airways knowing that his
Hanme would start giving his bloodstream the oxygen stored in nodules around
his body automatically.


Having no knowledge that this was coming he was caught
off guard, but pulled himself together enough to get himself to the surface.
When his head came up into the air he coughed out the water and used a
telekinetic wedge to move it out of his nose that his Pefbar allowed him to see
internally. Treading water he tried to get his bearings, unable to see the
bottom of the water or anything else around him in the pitch black. Wherever he
was it felt like a void, with only the distant ceiling just barely registering
to him.


He kept his senses keen, not knowing what was coming
next. If this was a test by Wilson then it was also a signal that there were no
holds barred, for one didn’t mess with water in training situations unless one
had knowledge of it going in. It was very easy to drown when you got dunked,
for with the loss of air also came confusion and disorientation, with the
submerged person not knowing which way was up. Jason’s mind flashed back to his
childhood and the few times he’d dunked others in the pool and got dunked
himself, never realizing how stupid they were being. 


Wilson knew better, and even with Jason’s psionics
this was crossing a line. Even if there were hidden safety teams nearby it
didn’t matter. You did not mess with water in the lungs…period. 


With that realization slapping him in the face Jason
picked a direction and started swimming, his soaked uniform dragging him down
as he moved. He wanted to peel it and his shoes off to make himself more agile,
not knowing what was coming his way, but he relented for the same reason. He
didn’t want to lose his clothes and then need them going forward.


Jason swam a good ways before he finally saw something
in his Pefbar, coming up on a containment wall that he then followed to the
left. It arced on a predictable curve, but there were no handholds or entrances
within sight. Expecting it to be the edge of a circular chamber he knew to just
follow the perimeter around until he did find an exit.


Jason spent the next half hour swimming, finding the
‘predictable’ curve to disappear within 100 meters and transition into a twisty
curvy nightmare. He held to his plan and followed the outline, but without a
battlemap he had no way of knowing where he was and the other side of the water
was outside his Pefbar range, so all he could see was the nearest piece of the
wavy wall that had several inlets, all without exits, ladders, or even a dot of
texture. They were sheer and unclimbable without his armor tech, not to mention
blocking his Pefbar…and Ikrid. If there were minds on the other side he
couldn’t sense them, and his Ikrid range was much larger than his Pefbar’s.


Trying to measure his distance and location by mental
plotting, Jason figured he went all the way around the water at least twice
before the undulations in the wall became familiar. That frustrated him to no
end, having spent the past half hour swimming around in a lumpy circle, but he
knew it was probably part of the test. He’d looked everywhere he could swim, so
what the hell was he…


Then he realized he hadn’t looked everywhere. Taking a
deep breath he sunk himself below the surface and swam down following the wall
and searching out the bottom of the tank, for there was no way this was ocean.
Too warm and not salty.


His lungs began to burn mildly before his Hanme kicked
in, and would remain that way letting him know he was on the clock. A second
sensation accompanied them, as if it was a mental progress bar that was slowly
diminishing, which to his point of view felt like a metallic bar that was being
consumed. He could ‘taste’ how much of it was there, which was how he knew how
much reserve oxygen he had. It was the biological equivalent of a status bar on
a helmet’s HUD, and Jason knew he had a few minutes to work with while he was
actively swimming.


That bar got below half before he finally found the
bottom. As soon as he did he used his telekinesis to push the water around him
out in such a way that a little bit of it vaporized and created an unbreathable
atmosphere around him that he then sealed inside a bioshield. Releasing the
Lachka and holding the shape with the shield only, his buoyancy pulled him up
quickly, enhanced as he changed the shape of a shield into a cone to give him
less drag.


When he got back to the surface he let go the shield
and began to breathe in healthy gulps of air to recycle what was in his lungs
as well as to start refilling his Hanme reserves, now even more frustrated,
knowing that searching the bottom of the large pool was going to take forever. 
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As soon as he recovered enough he headed back down
again, this time pushing his pace with the technique Paul had taught him using
bioshield ‘tractor treads’ to provide propulsion along the outside of his legs.
He hadn’t practiced it much and it was very tricky to pull off due to the
control factors, but he managed to goose his speed in spurts, unable to hold
the effort for more than a couple of seconds. He did manage to reach the bottom
with some time to spare, then he began swimming laterally and scanning the
bottom with his Pefbar.


He couldn’t stay down there long and found nothing in
his limited search area before he had to come back up…then wait through another
Hanme recharge period. If this really was Wilson’s doing then he guessed this
was going to be a grinding process, with Jason setting his mind to the task of
multiple dives with tiny search areas below in order to map out the base of the
artificial pond. In the meantime he had to tread water one way or another, for
there was nowhere to get a handhold. 


He flipped over on his back and floated there with a
slight leg kick to keep from sinking as he breathed in and recharged, keeping
his Pefbar locked on the nearby wall to keep from drifting and losing his
position. He had to be meticulous in his search else he could miss something on
the floor. Without a map or light to see by he had to
be very careful in this else he could be looking for something forever…and to
make it worse he didn’t even know what he was looking for.


When Jason was on his 18th dive the silence of the dark
chamber was broken by an impact overhead. It was too far up for him to see with
his Pefbar, but the sound waves traveled down to him none the less. He jerked
with surprise and lost an air bubble from his mouth, then abandoned the search
and created another mist void bubble around him to bring him up to the surface
as quickly as possible, for while his Pefbar couldn’t reach up that high his
Ikrid could and he sensed a familiar mind.


When Jason reached the surface he took a couple of
deep breaths then began swimming across the chamber for a few strokes before
thinking better of it and holding position.


Over here,
Jason said telepathically, not wanting to lose his orientation in the pond and
waste all the mapping runs he’d already made.


What the hell is
going on? Blade-097 asked as Jason felt his mental dot start to move
towards him.


One of Wilson’s
surprises, I’d wager. I’ve been around the entire perimeter and there is
nothing on the walls to use. The bottom is deep and I’ve started mapping it
out, which is why I don’t want to move or I’ll lose my orientation and have to
start over.


How long have
you been here?


I’d guess at
least an hour, but I have no clue. And the walls are Pefbar and probably Ikrid
blocked.


Noticed that,
Blade said as he finally popped up on the edge of Jason’s Pefbar as he swam
towards him with decent speed. More than decent, actually.


Do you have
bioshield augmented swimming?


Yeah. I thought
we all did?


Mine sucks, and
the slower I go the less time I have to explore the bottom. It’s the only place
I can think of to look for an exit.


What about up?


Can’t climb the
walls.


Don’t need to
now, Blade pointed out.


I’ve looked with
Pefbar, but unless there’s some tiny switch I’ve missed there’s nothing up
there. My money is on down.


Have you seen
any of the others?


No. I walked
into this trap as soon as I got into the city and I can’t sense beyond the
walls or floor.


Well, if we’re
going down let’s do this the fast way, Blade said, sending Jason a
battlemeld prompt. As soon as the trailblazer accepted it he knew what his
fellow Archon had in mind. Reaching out with his Lachka, Jason lifted Blade out
of the water when he was still some 20 meters off and sent him towards the
ceiling, tipping him upside down. As he did that Blade used his telekinesis to split
the water below him, forming as long of a tunnel down as he could before Jason
released him and he picked up speed from the gravity drop, sliding into the
hole in the water and continuing down until he hit the bottom of the air
column.


He split the water with a bioshield needle and covered
distance quickly until the drag finally slowed him, then Blade transitioned to
the leg augments and motored his way straight down to the bottom, barely
hanging onto his battlemeld link with Jason due to the distance. Once down there
he was able to see the flat bottom of the pond, then began moving around in a
search grid using Jason as a navigational point. Eventually he came back up
when his air ran out, helped by a telekinetic tug that pulled him up out of the
water a meter, then Blade dropped down into a bioshield bowl that floated him
like a boat.


“That is a long way down,” he said, sinking himself
back into the water gently before fully releasing the bioshield as he lifted
Jason up into the air and positioned him to the next search point on their
little grid. When he shot him down in the same manner Blade stayed on the
surface sucking air as he watched the results through their battlemeld link. 


When Jason came back up he went again, with the pair
alternating too many times to count before Jason finally found something. It
was barely a finger-sized depression in the floor, but it held a button that he
did not press immediately, choosing instead to come back up and recharge his
air supply. Blade went down as he did, heading straight to that spot and
finding the button again. He didn’t waste air and pressed it immediately…with a
blinding flash of light shocking him as the bottom of the pond lit up in a
variety of concealed lights.


Seeing through Jason’s senses more than his own, Blade
saw the entire floor of the pool for the first time, for the water was crystal
clear, though the outer lights began to wink off, shrinking the pattern until
it reduced down to a spiral that eventually disappeared at the center…which was
not where the button was.


What the hell
was that?


I don’t know,
Jason answered. Try again.


Blade hit the button a second time and the light show
returned, diminishing down to the same spot on the floor before disappearing.
Jason sensed that Blade was going to need air soon and felt him start to come
back up to the surface while he mentally kept a plot on the spiral midpoint.
Blade knew what he was doing, so when he got topside he swam over to where
Jason guided him and sucked air for a bit as his counterpart swam over to the
button location. When both were ready Blade picked Jason up at the edge of his
telekinetic range and gave him the accelerated head start before heading down
the old fashioned way himself.


Jason reached bottom a few seconds ahead of the faster
Blade and pushed the button. The lights came on same as before, but as Blade
followed the diminishing spiral down to its finishing point he found…absolutely
nothing. 


Not giving up he ran his hands over the smooth floor,
hoping to find something his Pefbar was missing, but eventually he ran out of
air and had to go back up top again after three more light cycles. 


“I don’t get it,” he said across the gap to where
Jason was treading water.


“We have to be missing something.”


“Yeah, what?”


“Maybe it’s a countdown rather than an arrow.”


“Could be,” Blade agreed. “But to what?”


Jason kicked himself around in a circle, extending his
Pefbar out in spotlight mode to get more distance. “Go tap it again.”


Blade swam over to his position, knowing what he was
thinking thanks to the battlemeld. Jason picked him up in a Lachka grip and
sent him down torpedo style again, but instead of looking down at the lights he
focused his Pefbar up and laterally. He still couldn’t see the whole chamber in
spotlight mode, but the extra range he gained he used to make a quick sweep
that he repeated through a regular oscillation. 


Nothing showed up, so he swam as fast as he could over
to another section of the pond and had Blade hit the button again before he ran
out of air. Jason scanned that section of the wall and ceiling, still getting
nothing. Blade came up and launched Jason down and the two switched roles, with
two more section scans before they spotted a small anomaly on the wall just
above the waterline.


“Got it,” Blade said enthusiastically as the lights
disappeared and the small blip with them. Jason was still battlemeld linked
with him and knew to press it again one last time before he ran out of air and
came back up to the top. As he rose up he saw through Blade’s senses as he swam
frantically to that side of the pond, then managed to shoot himself up out of
the water and over to the wall the last few meters.


He smacked the wall and slid down, his hand running
across a depression that vanished just as he got to it. He felt a handle
disappear underneath his touch, then he slid back into the water and was out of
reach of it by half a meter. Blade locked that spot firmly in his mind and
waited out Jason’s recharge period, intending to get it the next time.


“How did you do that frog jump?”


“You saw it. Do you really have to ask,” Blade
answered, referencing their still active battlemeld. 


“I felt a shield and a reverse crash bag.”


“I didn’t use Lachka.”


“What then?”


“I jumped with a Yetu burst.”


“Off your own bioshield?”


“Sure.”


“How the hell did you do that?”


“I linked it to the water like an overlay. It helps
get around the projector difficulty.”


“So you’re close to creating stair steps in the air?”


“Might look like it, but no. Unfortunately.”


“Funny, I don’t recall you mentioning anything about
that in your training logs.”


“Really? Must have slipped my mind,” he said, giving
Jason enough surface thoughts to read to know that he’d been working extra hard
on aquatics for both himself and his Clan Cortana. “Now would you please press
that button one more time?”


Jason sucked in a deep breath, mentally letting him know
he and Blade were going to have a long chat on his little technique later.
Being too far away for a telekinetic assist, Jason made his own conduit in the
water beside him then ducked head first into it, not getting half as far as
their original torpedo but still managing a bit of a head start. He wasn’t
fully recovered yet, but he didn’t need to be to just get to that one spot and
back again so he swam hard until he saw the blip on his Pefbar, then eased down
to it and pressed the button after giving Blade an unnecessary heads up.


Up top the other trailblazer
waited, ignoring the lights as they snapped on and focusing on the patch of
wall above him. Like clockwork, as soon as the water lit up the depression
formed, sinking into the wall to reveal a T-shaped handle inset into the hole. 


Blade used his bioshield tractor treads to raise him
up until his torso was even with the calm water. From there he reached up to
grab the handle and felt for how it worked with a probing yank. When it didn’t
move he experimented, finding that it did pull out laterally like a drawer.
Using it as a handhold he pressed a foot against the wall to get some leverage
and yanked it out a good foot before he heard a click to his right and a short
doorway formed inches above the waterline. 


Got it Jason.
Get your ass up here, Blade told him as he swam over and climbed up inside
the meter high tube. When the lights disappeared the hatch over the opening
began to close, but Blade wedged himself into it and was ready to use both
bioshields and Lachka to keep it open if necessary, though there was hardly any
resistance in the mechanism aside from a gentle push.


Blade reached a hand towards the water and created a Bataf
repulsor conduit down to Jason then retracted it rapidly, pulling him up
through the water at an angle and over to his wedged position. When his head
broke the surface Blade let go of the Bataf and the battlemeld.


“That bastard made it a binary,” Blade complained as
Jason swam the last few meters up to him. “There’s no way one person could make
it on their own.”


“Let’s leave it open just in case one of the others
gets dunked in here.”


“Good idea,” Blade said as he slid in a bit further to
give Jason room to climb in while holding the two halves of the hatch apart
with his arm and foot. The other trailblazer climbed inside and Blade let go,
sliding down the dark tunnel a bit more and unable to see anything beyond the
straight tube. 


“This would be easier if I could see inside the wall,”
Jason said as he tried to bend the door segments. 


“Just melt it.”


“Yeah,” Jason agreed, concentrating and summoning up a
heat surge into his right index finger…then suddenly he and Blade were yanked
down the tube. Jason’s hand caught him on the edge of the hatch as it moved to
close with his fellow trailblazer disappearing into the distance. His grip
didn’t last long, for the hatch reversed direction and fully retracted into the
tube wall giving him nothing to grip. He felt a force field activate on the
outside of the wall so he couldn’t slide his fingers over the edge and latch
on, then the last bit of hatch disappeared and he got sucked down after Blade.


The tube made a tight turn after a few seconds, then
he was dropped into a larger one and got dunked into water again, this time the
moving variety as he slid down what was essentially a pitch black waterslide
with his Pefbar again not penetrating the walls. Blade’s mental signature
returned for a split second before disappearing a second time as Jason entered
a long straight section that had him falling at a steep angle before dragging
him around a spiral that eventually ended with a bright light…


Jason flew through the air and landed in a telekinetic
grip as Blade stopped his fall, bringing him down into the shallow pool of
water alongside him with the overhead sun glaring down on both of them as they
looked out over a huge forested valley from what appeared to be a mountaintop.
Jason spun his head around, seeing the same thing stretching out behind him in
all directions without a wall in sight and with the water splashing down behind
them coming from a magical hole in the sky.


“What…the…hell,” Blade said, looking around and seeing
miles of countryside stretched out before them and all at a lower altitude so
they could get a grand view of it all.


Jason stood up and took a few steps forward, enough to
see a piece of the pool spilling over the edge of a drop off into a long but
thin waterfall that transitioned into a quickly flowing creek that disappeared
into the greenery. “This has to be holographic at some point.”


“What the hell is Wilson playing at?”


“I don’t know, but…” 


Run! Greg’s
voice said telepathically with a mental arrow pointing them over the waterfall.


Jason and Blade exchanged glances then took the
trailblazer’s warning at face value and dove over the waterfall as a buzzing
sound suddenly overwhelmed the noise of the falling water.
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Jason went over first, with Blade stepping off the
edge of the waterfall as he clicked on his Pefbar and noticed a cloud
approaching from their left. He didn’t have time to analyze it, for a moment
later he was in freefall and landing in a churning pit of water half a step
behind Jason, who slid down the incline and underneath the vegetation as he
traveling along the water flow. When Blade hit he submerged up to his shoulders
before being carried off in the flow between a series of rocks, noticing the
cloud overhead coming down after them.


Don’t let them
touch you, Greg’s said just as Blade saw the tiny little dots shoot through
the leaves after him. Come to me.


Blade stayed in the water flow, feeling Jason just
ahead as Greg’s mental impetus showed them where to go. He clawed at the rocks
to get him more speed, for the amount of water was low enough that it wasn’t pulling
him along rapidly and the cloud was catching him. Before they got to the second
waterfall the first of the little bugs pushed through the thick branches and
leaves overhead and into the tube-like tunnel that the water was flowing
through underneath. There were dozens of them at first, with thousands more
visible on his Pefbar, and they were all headed towards him.


Blade threw a telekinetic push back towards them,
scatting those closest but they were coming at him from multiple angles. He
seemed to still be ahead of the swarm but could feel another section of the
cloud moving on ahead, as if they intended to ambush him further down the line.
That was when he felt a battlemeld prompt and he linked up with both Jason and
Greg. A moment later a repulsor conduit was created between Greg and him, with
Blade jumping off the next waterfall and swinging on it like a vine. He put up
a bioshield and rammed right through the little stun bugs, knowing from Greg
that it would protect him.


But with each contact his shield weakened, for every
mechanical bug carried a stun charge and they were all detonating against his
bioshield. He made it through the open air and was reeled in partially as Greg
landed him in a pile of brush 20 or so meters up from the water flow and near
to where Jason had also landed. Back under the brush again, Blade scrambled to
get his footing as he climbed up what was left of the small ravine until he
came to a path where Greg was waiting, with Jason stepping into the open a
moment later. 


“Follow me,” Greg said, throwing several Lachka fields
up into the open air above the path to knock back the stun bugs as he led them
on the downhill portion of the dirt trail. “And knock them down every chance
you can get. Smash them if there are only a few.”


“How long have you been here?” Jason asked on the run
as the three of them moved single file with Greg in the lead. 


“A few hours, but they got Dina. If even one of those
things hits you it’s the same as a full stun shot from a pistol. They only have
one charge, but if three of them land on your arm you’re unconscious. We didn’t
know what was happening until it was too late and they got her. I managed to
get a bioshield up over us but couldn’t sustain it and had to run.”


“Where is she?” Blade asked, throwing another
invisible wall up over their heads and using it like a fly swatter. These
stupid bugs were fast in air and looked to be able to match their foot speed. 


“Captured. The bugs stun you then the drones haul you
off. I couldn’t get close enough to stop them.”


“What the hell is going on?” Jason asked, linking up
with Blade and using a combined Lachka field to encircle and then compact a few
dozen of the bugs into a mechanical snowball. They double crunched it, making
sure the damn things were destroyed, then dropped it and swatted away some more
tendrils of the ever growing swarm that had to number in the hundreds of
thousands.


“I don’t know,” Greg said, jumping over a log and
taking a spur on the trail that led through a tunnel in the rock. Jason and
Blade followed him in, then came up short as he stopped inside. “Keep a field
on that entrance. They didn’t come inside last time, but don’t take chances.”


“Got it,” Blade said, throwing up a bioshield to cover
the door-sized entrance.


“No, use Lachka. Your bioshield will trigger the
charges.”


Blade deactivated the glass-like energy barrier and
replaced it with a completely invisible one as the buzz of the swarm passed it
by but, like Greg had said, they didn’t try to come in through the short tunnel
that had an exit only 15 meters on the other side.


“I was exploring the lovely traps over there,” Greg
said, motioning to the other side of the ravine, “when I felt you guys come in.
This whole place is a cleverly sculpted nightmare.”


“What traps?” Blade asked, keeping his Pefbar extended
out the way they’d come while lowering his Lachka field, ready to snap it back
into place if anything tried to come through.


“Gravity traps, about two meters wide. I’d guess 10g.
If there were bugs on that side they’d leave you a sitting duck. You can’t run
anywhere without taking the chance of hitting one of them and falling flat on
your face. I’ve been trying to map out and mark them, but have only had an hour
or so.”


“Go back to the part where who took Dina?” Jason
asked.


“Big flying drones. They came in and picked up her
body, then flew off in that direction,” Greg said, pointing where he’d felt her
mental signature disappear on the other side of the mountain. “You come in
through a dark pond?”


“Yes,” Jason answered. “Button on floor, door in
wall?”


“Same for us,” Greg answered. “And if the others will
be doing the same once they arrive we need to get to them before the bugs do. I
don’t think we can stand up to them directly. Bioshields won’t last for long
and all they need is one of the little things to slip through to get us in the
head or chest. I got hit on the shoulder and lost the use of my arm on the way
down here, and I’m still a touch numb. No destunning
serum that I’ve found yet, but this place looks huge and I wouldn’t put it past
Wilson to have left caches of equipment hidden somewhere.”


“So this is some giant new test?” Blade asked.


“Has to be,” Greg said as he stepping through the
tunnel and held up just from the exterior on the other side, with the
artificial sun making his eyes squint. “Our Final Challenge was the same way.
No heads up as to what we have to do and we have to work our way out of it.”


“The Trials are supposed to be Clan versus Clan,”
Jason argued. “Seems like we’re all on the same team in this.”


“Or maybe its survival of the fittest,” Blade
suggested. “No way out and it’s just a matter of who lasts the longest.”


Greg wrinkled his brow in disdain. “If it is we’re
definitely not playing it that way.”


“We need to find Dina,” Jason insisted, “and hook up
with any others coming in. Any chance that this isn’t the only entry point?”


“I haven’t sensed anyone else, and I’m curious to see
just where the walls are. Some of that view has to be holographic.”


“Agreed,” Blade said, looking ahead. “How were you
marking the traps?”


“Stick ‘X’. It gets squashed flat and is easy to see
so long as you stay on the trails.”


“And off the trails?” Jason asked.


“The brush is so thick that you can’t move fast enough
to evade the bugs. I don’t know if they’re programed for only the other side,
but I don’t want to take the chance of getting caught out here. I’ve stuck to
the trails and was working my way around the circuit when you came in. There
are a couple points where you can jump from trail to trail, but it looks to be
a deformed loop.”


“How far down?”


“There’s another trail below it, but my spidey senses said there might be a trap in the crossing so
I haven’t explored there yet, but I did get around most of this loop.”


“And no bugs over here at all?”


“Not that I’ve seen yet, but it’s not very hard to fly
up and over this tunnel.”


“At least we can see into the ground here,” Blade
commented, able to stretch out his Pefbar below them and into the rock. 


“There has to be more than one pond,” Jason said,
thinking out loud. “No one knew when I was going to get here and the others
will be coming in at random. That room was designed for 2 and I bet they keep
it that way.”


“One of us needs to stay near the top to key in the
others if they do enter the same way we did,” Greg pointed out. “I could sense
you from here, but it’s out of telepathy range. I had to sprint up the trail a
ways before I made contact. If you can find a hiding spot further up be my
guest, but someone has to start exploring the immediate area. The Trials aren’t
supposed to start for 3 days and we can’t assume everyone is going to arrive
today. If there’s food out here we need to find it.”


“I’ll take care of the newcomers,” Jason volunteered.
“You two go exploring. We’ll make this our base camp until we find something
better. Looks like Dina is going to have to wait until we get a handle on the
geography.”



 

Further down the mountain, following the water flow,
the ravine spread out into a small crater with a lake in the center. The creek
continued out the far side and continued going downhill at a much softer
gradient, but left the mostly calm pool behind it mostly contained as only a
small opening was available for the water to flow out through a pair of
overlapping rocks. The nearly mirror smooth surface of the water suddenly
rippled as a disturbance in the center pushed up a pipe to just over the
waterline, then it sprayed forth a geyser of water well up into the air that
arched over into a tree-like fountain and fell back down into the pool on all
sides but with a slight list to the south.


A few seconds later a body came flying up with it and
shot 6 meters up into the air before splashing down into the water beside it,
then was followed by another as Paul landed on top of Brian, knocking the wind
out of him and pushing him underwater. The two separated with a stern kick from
the lower Archon and swam back up to the surface, with Brian spitting out a
gulp of water then coughing out the rest.


“Sorry,” Paul said as he treaded water and got his
bearings, seeing a wall of greenery all around the pond they were now in, as
well as the bright sun overhead. “Where the hell did we go?”


“Gravity alterations,” Brian said, swimming over next
to him. “There’s no way of knowing which direction that slide took us. I
thought we were going down, but apparently not…unless we crossed to the other
side of the planet.”


A slight rumble sounded as the tube that had spat them
out shut down its fountain and retreated back below water level, with both
trailblazers watching it go down.


“So now what?” Brian asked. 


“Let’s get to shore and find out,” Paul said,
beginning to swim over to the edge. Brian came with him and they got halfway
there before they both noticed another mind nearby…and a familiar one at that.


Randy? Paul
asked.


No time to
explain. Keep swimming but don’t touch button. I’ll yank you out when you get
close to shore. Ignore the fireworks behind you.


Taking his fellow 2 at his word Paul and Brian both
kept swimming towards shore, then a few seconds later there was a huge blast of
water behind them. Paul saw it in his Pefbar but kept swimming as instructed,
seeing a small aquatic mech rise up from below the surface as not one, but four
trailblazers jumped out from the trees along the shore and on top of it. 


Just then he felt Randy’s presence run up near to them
but still hidden behind the greenery, with Brian being lifted out of the water
and deposited on the shore ahead. A second later Paul took flight through the
air and did likewise, landing on a platform of moss just short of the
excessively thick brush.


Randy telekinetically yanked them both through and
into sight of him, with Paul seeing a worried expression on his face. 


“Run!” he yelled, taking off through the tree trunks
as a buzzing sound began to overwhelm the noise of the mech.


Paul and Brian both followed him, not having a clue
where they were going but apparently he did, for Randy ran a very evasive
pattern through trees and around rocks and overhangs that Paul couldn’t have
guessed at, eventually leading them to a small creek that flowed into the pond.


“Under,” Randy said, diving in head first and
disappearing beneath a bit of calm water. 


Paul took a breath and dove in second, following Randy
as he made his way through a rocky tunnel and into a submerged chamber. He came
up into a pocket of air only two feet high but one that was large enough to
hold ten people. Brian followed him in and the three wet Archons stood on their
knees in the claustrophobic den with their chins just above the waterline.


“What’s going on?” Brian asked.


“A lot,” Randy said, relaxing for a moment. “What day
is it?”


“Last I checked the 21st, but we spent a while in a dark
pond before getting spit out into that lit one.”


“I’ve been here about a day then, and by last count
there were 77 of us already in. You two make 79, but 11 have already been
captured.”


“Captured?” Paul asked.


“Wilson’s got some wicked challenge set up for us this
time,” Randy said, shaking his head with dismay. “The reason why I told you not
to touch bottom in the pond is because some of the others entered the way you
did and got swarmed by stun fish. We think it activates when you touch the
shoreline. A few of those buggers hit you and you’re unconscious, with a lung
full of water to boot. We lost Ben that way, but we’ve learned from it and
several other mistakes.”


“Lost?” Brain emphasized.


“He’s not dead. As soon as he went under a drone flew
in and yanked him out of the water. Same thing happens everywhere in this park.
They’ve got traps and stun bots galore, including little flying bugs. You go
down and you get picked up. We’ve tried to stop them but only succeed once. You
can’t mess with those swarms, and the lemmings are the worst.”


“What the hell are you talking about?” Paul said, not
fully catching on.


“Little agile robot rabbits that stun to the touch…and
they come at you with lizard-like numbers.”


“Sounds fun,” Brian said with an ironic laugh. “What
was that back with the mech?”


“Multitasking. This little hideaway actually had a few
prizes for us on those ledges,” Randy said, pointing at the empty slabs now.
“Foodstuffs, a touch of destunning serum, comlinks…which will just lead the swarms to you, so don’t
use them…a few weapons, ammo cartridges that don’t match, and a lot of other
little challenges. We’re finding and collecting as much as we can, and that
mech was guarding a big underwater stash. When someone comes in the fish
congregate in a specific place in the pond and it draws them off from the mech
location, so we had to wait until someone else came in to jump it. Look up.”


Randy tilted his chin upwards, with both Paul and
Brian extending their Pefbar through the ceiling and thin layer of soil to the
forest above…where a cloud of tiny objects was passing by. 


“Those are the stun bugs. They fly in swarms and
should leave this area shortly. We need to stay here until they do. They can
move as fast as us and will drain your bioshields with too many hits. You have
to use Lachka, but miss even one and you’re in trouble. Single charge,
equivalent to a pistol shot.”


“Damn,” Paul said, realizing his day had just gone
from bad to horrible. “What’s the objective?”


“We don’t know. We’re just trying to collect everybody
and not lose any more newbs falling into traps we’ve
already sprung.”


“Thanks,” Brian offered. 


“Ditto,” Paul echoed.


“Do either of you know when Morgan was supposed to
arrive?”


“Not specifically, no,” Paul said, with Brian likewise
shaking his head in the negative.


“We haven’t found her yet, and I’m really hoping she
didn’t come in first and get captured. We need her Jumat to take down these
swarms. The weapons we’ve found are pretty much a joke. No area of effect. Just
a tease from Wilson, we think.”


“Sounds like him. Is Jason here?”


“Yeah, he was one of the first in, and the sooner I
get you back to link up with him the better. We really need the dynamic duo out
here.”


“Guess that makes me a cheerleader,” Brian quipped.


“You’re not hot enough,” Randy said with a smirk as he
sensed the area over them clear. “Let’s get moving, but stay tight and follow
my lead until you get the lay of the land…and don’t touch any of the berries.
They’re stun-laced too.”

















 


 

5



 


 

“We’ve found where the others are being held,” Jace said, pointing to a scribbled map in the dirt with a
few pebbles highlighting key locations as Paul, Jason, and a half dozen other
trailblazers looked on. The rest were out continuing the scouting efforts and
trying to locate supply clusters while the tunnel in the ridge had become their
storage area, which they were standing just to the outside of on the ‘safe’
side away from the bug zone.


“Held?” Paul asked.


Jace nodded. “They’re
unconscious and laying out on pedestals like prizes…and there are 100 pedestals
in total.”


“That’s our mission fail,” Jason said with certainty.
“And probably bait.”


“We didn’t get too close, but were able to make Ikrid
contact. They’re the real deal, not holos, but the
place is guarded to the hilt. We spotted every known trap laid out on this
mountain and then some. It’s going to be almost impossible to get in there and
out with them, and we might lose more than we rescued.”


“Highlights?” Sara asked.


“They’ve got dinobots.”


“What?”


“Oh crap,” Jason said, knowing what he meant even
before Jace sent the telepathic memory to all nearby
so he wouldn’t have to explain in words. “That’s something Jax
was working on with Cora. They’re experimental mechs they’re using to try and
map out the movement idiosyncrasies of the V’kit’no’sat so our own mechs don’t
get blindsided.”


“And they’re both prisoner…wonderful,” Sara said with
a sigh.


“Well these were patrolling the perimeter and we could
hear more inside the compound. All Rit’ko’sor and Era’tran models with no
obvious weapons.”


“They’re not automated,” Jason said. “That much I
know. They have to be remote-controlled using a neural interface, and I bet
Wilson has a host of trainers on the other end just waiting to pound…oh shit, I
bet he even got the ones that we had in basic. That’d be just like him.”


“The patrols looked automated.”


“Maybe for walking in a circle, but if they’re going
to fight they have to be driven. Next gen rovers I’d guess.”


“The old rovers couldn’t step on and squash you,” Page
pointed out. “Don’t suppose they have a target sphere?”


“Not that we saw,” Jace said
regretfully, “but then again, nothing here has. I think Wilson wants this to be
live.”


“The weapons he gave us aren’t stun,” Paul added.
“Let’s just hope these dinobots are.”


“Still begs the question of what’s our mission goal?”
Sara reminded them. 


“Until we find the edges of this park there’s no way
to be sure unless we stumble across it,” Jace said
with a touch of awe. “They really went all in on this one. There’s at least a 2
mile radius around the mountain.”


“Did you get beyond here?” Sara asked, pointing to the
pebble that he’d used to mark the holding facility on the plain to the northeast.



“We couldn’t. Everything past this line,” he said,
dragging a telekinetic finger through the dirt in a very precise fashion, “is dino territory. I don’t think they’re just there to guard
the prisoners.”


“Our endgame is probably in there,” Paul said, rubbing
his left knuckles with his right hand.


“Or everywhere around the mountain has them,” Jason
added as a mental signature popped up above them.


“Incoming,” Kent said, running back through the tunnel
and up the mountain on the other side as a pair of Archons fell from the
waterfall in the sky down into the collection pool.


“Get them out,” Jason said as he sprinted up behind
Kent with Paul trailing on his heels, “we’ll hunt the bugs.”


As Kent made mental contact with directions for the
Archons to flee down the creek, Paul and Jason ran further up the trail as the
stun bug swarms gathered near the top, but one group nearby the Archons spotted
them and diverted their way. Paul and Jason both ducked into the thick
vegetation and got off the trail, using their bioshields to push through the thorns
and branches at decent speed and met the bugs further in where the darkness
kept the vegetation a bit more sparse, though the varieties that had been
planted were used to little sunlight, so both Archons were mired in growths
that came up to their waists as the bug swarm came down through the canopy
above them.


The duo linked up and stood back to back, then Paul
threw up a bioshield around them both while Jason corralled the bugs with
cup-like telekinetic walls. When those cups overflowed and the bugs came in at
them Paul added his own Lachka and pushed as many away from the bioshield as
possible so they wouldn’t drain its charge. Meanwhile he pulled a small grenade
off his equipment belt and passed it through the bioshield where Jason then
grabbed it and held it aloft nearby.


After he had gotten most of the bugs where he wanted
them both trailblazers used the linked Nemsa ability to combine and enhance
their Lachka skills, granting Jason enough power to fully enwrap the bulk of
the swarm into an invisible sphere…into which he primed and sent the grenade.
As Paul kept the other bugs off them, both of them squeezed the sphere down as
tightly as they could before the explosion, which overloaded and broke their
telekinetic hold, as well as destroying most of the bugs.


“Well that worked,” Paul said as the pair took off
running back the way they’d come and telekinetically squishing a few isolated
bugs that zipped off after them. 


“Unfortunately they have friends,” Jason pointed out,
literally, with a mental prod to their right. The stun bugs that had been going
after the others had finally gotten around to coming back to them, suggesting
that the others had gotten to safety and were no longer priority targets. 


Both Archons busted out of the brush and onto the
trail simultaneously, with them turning left and running down the path just in
time to see the other threesome duck around a curve below them. Having gotten
used to the trail intimately by now, Jason and Paul caught up with them before
they made it to the tunnel. Jason threw up a bioshield over the entrance just
in case as they slipped inside, then flinched as a whole swarm impacted and
overloaded his shield.


“Shit,” he said, throwing a telekinetic wall at the
bugs to push them back. “They’re coming through.”


“Other side,” Kent yelled, getting Kian and Hans
moving and smashing his map with boot prints on the other side…only to realize
that the bugs were also coming up and over the ridgeline. 


“So much for predictable,” Sara said, with her and
four others linked up and pushing them back with massive invisible walls where
they could spot them, knowing that all it would take would be one getting
through to really mess up her day. “Grab some gear and run!”


“This is fun,” Hans said, grabbing a container of who
knew what and taking off down the trail following Kent. 


“They touch you, you’re unconscious,” Kent explained.
“So stay with me until you get up to speed. Kian too. And don’t step near the Xs,” he said pointing out one ahead and running to the left
through a section of brush that had been cut out and piled to form an X that
was smashed flat save for the extreme edges. 


As he ran around the detour a whole new swarm of stun
bugs came up from somewhere in the vegetation to the left and flew directly
into him. He threw up a Lachka wall and bioshield, blocking most of them but a
few came through and released their charge on his inner barrier, draining it of
power. Paul and Jason threw a combined wall up covering him and the others
across the detour, allowing them to continue on sheathed in bioshields from
head to toe, then the pair threw the wall back into the vegetation and smashed
it all back two meters as the last of the Archons passed the by. 


“They’re everywhere,” Jace
said in a grunt’s voice as he ran past, prompting a quick laugh from the duo
despite the seriousness of the situation. Once Sara was by they brought up the
rear, flicking off the stun bugs wherever they could with their Lachka but
unable keep them all off their bioshields. As they ran down the mountain and
through the twists and turns of the trail that barrier got weaker and weaker,
with most of the bugs getting blocked by the telekinetic walls but almost
always some would sneak by the cracks, for it was impossible to keep a ground-tight
telekinetic wall as you were running and difficult enough to do when standing
still.


Bioshield wrapped around Paul instinctively, with the
Lachka much better at remote grapples and flat walls, but it seemed the
designers of this little horror park had anticipated that, for no matter how
many bugs they stopped more would slip through, and this time there were so
many coming out of the vegetation that he honestly didn’t know if they were going
to get away from them or not up until they hit the bottom of the loop and
jumped across a small hillside of meter-high brush between two marked gravity
traps and landed on the opposite trail below.


“Hold up,” Sara said as they came down, but her eyes were
focused behind them. “They’re stopping.”


Paul skidded his foot across the dirt as he stopped
and turned around, adding his normal vision to his already active Pefbar and
seeing the cloud of bugs stop like a layer of fog against an altitude
temperature barrier, for they literally spilled out above them and did not come
any lower on the mountain.


“There goes most of our supplies,” Jace
said, kicking a rock off the trail in frustration, then he and the others all
got an Ensek relayed message, for the trailblazers had spread themselves out
across the park with various individuals in between the base came and the
scouting teams so they could bounce Ikrid messages across them and cheat the
distances involved. It reported another two trailblazers had been discovered,
including Morgan.


“Finally,” Sara said with relief.


“That’s all of us,” Jason noted, glancing up at the
swarm. “And I think we’re entering phase two of this little game.”


“You think they’re going to drive us to the dinobots?” Paul asked.


“I think they’re just going to keep us off the
mountain top for now, but I wouldn’t rule anything out.”


“How long have you guys been here?” Kian asked.


“We all got grabbed as soon as we came into the city,”
Paul explained, thumbing a finger at Jason. “He was one of the first lucky
enough not to get stunned and hauled off to our little prison facility…long
story that we’ll get you caught up on later. Right now let’s put some distance
between us and those bastards,” he said, pointing to the dark cloud of tiny
flying machines as he turned and started walking along the trail to the left
and into another curvy mess of path that tried to confuse the heck out of you
at every turn.



 

“What the hell is going on?” Morgan asked when she
finally got to a large group of her fellow trailblazers, though more than half
of them were missing from the stomped out section of forest that they’d carved
into the underbrush a few dozen meters from the trail edge, and in the center
of which was an open hideaway with an array of supplies.


“About time you finally showed up,” Greg said, walking
over to her while the others stood around, some keeping an eye on the
surrounding area and the others here to hear what was going on as they figured
out their next move. “You had to wait to the last day to get here, didn’t you?”


“No point in sitting around waiting for the Trials to
begin,” she argued, having come straight from her Clan stronghold on the lizard
border. “Then again if somebody had mentioned there’d be a pre-party I might
have shown up a bit earlier.”


“None of us knew about this.”


“What is
this?”


“That hasn’t been told to us, nor has anything else,”
Greg explained. “We’ve got search teams out mapping the boundaries of what is a
multiple mile park and looking for additional supply cashes like this one.
We’ve recovered a lot, then subsequently lost them when the top of the mountain
was taken over by the stun bugs. We need your Jumat to deal with them, because
they eat up bioshields quickly and can slip past our Lachka. One bug is the
equivalent of a stun shot, and there are millions of the things swarming the
top of the mountain right now. They were holding to a specific sector, but when
the last of you arrived they took over the whole thing.”


“There were three entry points,” Paul added. “One in a
lake, one on the top of the mountain, and the one in the cliff wall that you
came out of.”


“What about the prisoners?”


“They’re being held northeast of the mountain in a
fortified area, and this mountain alone has a lot of nasty little traps. Short
story is, if you get stunned a drone comes and picks up your body, and you get
added to the trophy case.”


“Trophy case?” Morgan asked, frowning.


“From what we could see,” Jace
answered, “all the prisoners are still unconscious and laid out on pedestals.”


“Well that’s rude.”


“And probably a trap,” Greg added.


“So you need my help rescuing them?”


“That’d be nice, thanks.”


“Bigger problem,” Jason continued, “is we don’t know
why we’re here yet. If we all get captured that’s obviously the fail point, but
if there is a finish pedestal somewhere we haven’t found it yet.”


“Any live opposition?”


“Not that we’ve seen. And the weapons we’re finding
are all lethal, so I doubt we’ll be going against anything other than
machines.”


“Are theirs lethal?”


“All stuns of some sort. Including gravity traps.”


Morgan’s face darkened.


“We estimate about 10g and they’re only 2 meters wide,
but if you’re running from the stun bugs and hit one of those they’ll swoop in
and nail you before you can recover.”


“Ambrosia?”


Jason laughed. “Not a drop so far.”


“Now that’s just crossing a line,” she said, balling
up her hands into fists.


“Most of us are low or out now.”


“My Jumat feeds off of it. I won’t be very powerful if
it has to recharge naturally, so if there’s something you want me to bust up
now is the time.”


“I would say take down some of the swarms,” Paul
added, “but it looks like they’ve got an unlimited number, so thinning them
isn’t going to be an option.”


“Why do you say that?” Sara asked.


Paul glanced at her. “It’s Wilson.”


“We assume,” Greg corrected. 


“No one else would have the balls to do this to us,”
Morgan said definitively. “And going in cold just makes for another element to
neutralize our abilities. If you do find any ambrosia I non-greedily suggest
you send it my way, but I doubt there is any. He’s taking us back to day one as
much as possible.”


“There are also dinobots,” Jace added with a smirk.


“Fitting,” Morgan said, rolling up her left sleeve and
snugging it above her elbow, then doing the same to the one on the right to
expose her forearms to make it easier to throw Jumat blasts without having to
take her clothing into account…that and it was plenty hot, not to mention that
her clothes were still soaked. “Did anyone get a bundle through? Mine was
yanked off me in the transition from tank to tunnel.”


“I got yanked when I tried to melt the door open for
the rest of you,” Jason said after there were a few nods of agreement from the
others. “I think they wanted us here without any goodies or help.”


“How are we on food?”


“Low now that we lost the mountain stash.”


“You said it was guarded by these bugs?”


“A whole lot of bugs,” Paul corrected. “I don’t think
even with your help we’re going to fight our way through them.”


“How about I fight and one of you sneak your way up
and grab the stash?”


Jason and Paul exchanged glances. 


“We don’t know where they are or how many there are,”
Greg answered. 


“Or if they’re going to stay put,” Ace pointed out. “I
volunteer to play rabbit and try on our terms before they make a move.”


“I’m game,” Morgan said, flexing her arms, “and on the
clock.”


Paul sighed. “Alright, but we all go…everyone here
anyway, save for one. That one stays just below the threshold and yanks you out
if you go down. No reason to make this distraction anywhere else. We can preposition
and do some sneaking up through the brush, then give you the signal to unleash
hell on the swarm. If you get bit we can at least recover you before a drone
swoops in to pick you up.”


“Lovely,” Morgan said, tossing her hand palm up in an
open gesture. “Lead the way.”
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Mark-084 stepped up to the null void in his Pefbar and
touched the open air in between trees with his hand, finding nothing. He took a
step forward and his fingers touched the soft wall that an intricately designed
hologram was placed over. The more he pressed the deeper his hand went, but the
stiffer the resistance he encountered.


The Archon pulled his arm back, with it returning to
view and the jungle brush ahead looking very real to his eyes. He guessed it
was overlaid onto a restraint field, and at least that meant if someone ran
full on into it they wouldn’t smash themselves against a hard surface. This was
more like a rubber band and would throw you back out after impact, but the
field was also invisible so it allowed the hologram to set up in real space
rather than having to try and put it on an actual wall.


As Mark looked past the nearest brush he could just
faintly detect a misalignment in the trees. It wasn’t much, but it was enough
to know that they were in fact holographic rather than the real ones behind
him. He glanced to the right, then the left, seeing that there were no trunks
on the approximate border line, but there were some branches sticking out. He
walked sideways over to them and reached for the invisible wall…but it wasn’t
there. 


Backtracking he found the original point and ran his
hand along it as he walked until it suddenly disappeared. Feeling it out he
found that the field made a sharp turn inward, and following it he discovered
that it was a nook in what otherwise would have been a flat wall that ran
around the circumference of this tree and its branches.


That was smart, otherwise there would have been a line
of daylight marking the edge where the branches failed to meet the hologram.
The deviation would be minimal, but it might be detectable from above. Wilson
had gone to great lengths to make this park as seamlessly real as possible, but
Mark had just found one none the less. 


He reached out with his Ikrid and found Nik where he’d left him, then sent him a telepathic report
of what he’d just found, including images, that the other trailblazer viewed
and copied with Ensek, sending out the same Ikrid message to everyone within
his range…who then in turn sent their own copies, making for a Human relay
system to cover the vast stretches of the park. It was hard to measure with all
the varied terrain, but Mark guessed he was somewhere between 5 to 7 miles away
from the mountain at this point and only now was encountering a boundary wall.


That easily made it the largest interior park in Star
Force, and gave the now less than 100 trailblazers a huge region to explore
looking for supplies, threats, and their mission objective. With this point
finally plotted Mark continued to work his way around the perimeter, keeping a
hand on the invisible wall at all times and seeing where it led.



 

Rafa was also out on
scouting duty, but on the opposite side of the mountain and nowhere near a
boundary wall when he stumbled across a clearing in the forest. Approaching it
carefully sensing a trap, he scanned everywhere he could with his Pefbar and
slowly walked out into the daylight towards the single object at the center…or
rather buried beneath the grass. It was hidden underground and when the trailblazer
neared it a hologram formed in front of him in the image of Obi-wan Kenobi.


“Greetings, younglings,” it said in a reasonable
knockoff of the original. “By now you’ve obviously realized that these aren’t
the Trials you were looking for. Be that as it may, it was decided that the lot
of you deserved a greater challenge. And for any proper challenge you must have
a mission objective, which I will give you now. Be wary, for I will state this
only once, then you’re on your own.”


“Find the heart of the storm and quell it at its
source, then the light of day will guide your path onwards…oh, and did I
mention you should run now? Farewell, and may the
Force be with you,” the hologram said as the dirt beneath its feet burst up
through the grass and a series of tubes emerged, out of which flowed little
mechanical quadrupeds by the dozens.


“Shit,” Mark said as he turned and ran, diving into
the underbrush and pushing through it with his bioshields. He wasn’t near a
path so he was just going to have to improvise. The lemmings were damn fast and
if he couldn’t get out in the open he wasn’t going to be able to evade them.


Then again, if he delayed to fight them more would
catch up to him, so he decided to just try and make a run for it.


The first little rabbit-sized machine that caught up
to him got picked up and hurled backward telekinetically, followed by others as
Mark pushed his way through a wall of vines. He’d been trying to run the way
he’d come, but these hadn’t been there so he must have already veered off course.
The forest was so dense off trails that it was almost impossible to keep your
bearings without a battlemap and right now all he had to work off of was a pair
of mental signatures that were both more than a kilometer away.


As he ran Mark relayed the hologram’s message just in
case he did get caught and stunned, then did his best to lose his pursuit,
hoping like hell they didn’t have any flanking units ahead of him or he was
going to run square into a trap at the pace he was being forced to move at.



 

“Heart of the storm?” Paul repeated, exchanging
glances with the others in their new base camp. 


“Like…cloud storm?” Kerrie suggested.


“Oh hell no,” Morgan said, realizing what she meant. 


“There’s still a lot of the park we haven’t searched
yet,” Greg pointed out.


“She’s right,” Jason disagreed. “It means the
mountain. We have to go back up there.”


“We barely made a supply grab. We can’t go exploring
up there.”


“We’ll need everyone,” Kerrie insisted. “And maybe
some specialized equipment is hidden out there somewhere for us to find. If a
return to the mountain is the endgame, then the size of this park suggests us
doing a lot out there before we get to it.”


“It didn’t say endgame,” Paul pointed out, drawing a
few cringes of agreement.


“Regardless, it’s where we have to go eventually,”
Morgan said, dropping into a crouch and resting on her ankles. “But we’re going
to need everyone, which means a prison break has to come first.”


“I get the feeling we might be in here for a long
time,” Rio said, sitting down on the ground next to Morgan. “I’d prefer getting
the others back sooner than later, so if it’s possible at this point, we need
to get them out now.”


“If it’s possible?”


“There could be time locks, in the form of unbeatable
challenges. Or like Kerrie said, maybe there’s something else out there that we
need to earn first to be able to take those dinobots
down.”


“Oh we can take them down,” Morgan said dangerously.
“We just have to link up into a massive battlemeld.”


“Which puts us all in the same place at the same
time,” Paul added.


“Let’s start with the small ones and see what
happens,” Jason suggested. “And let’s split up what supplies we have in case we
lose this firebase as well. I don’t want to have to make another bug run,
especially with Morgan low on ambrosia.”


“I’ll be out within a day, two tops if I don’t use it
again.”


“When’s the last time you trained dry?” Sara asked.


Morgan shook her head. “I don’t.”


“Yeah, that’s a big middle finger from Wilson,” Jason
said, punching his palm. “He trained without ambrosia for so long he’s used to
it. Us…not so much.”


“We’ll adjust,” Paul said with a reassuring tone. “We
always do.”


“Meanwhile the others are stuck in nap time,” Sara
reminded them. “I agree, we get them out first.”


“At least we finally determined one thing,” Andre said
as he suppressed a smirk. 


“What?” Greg asked.


“There are only 100 trailblazers. Kara’s not here, so
apparently Wilson doesn’t consider her one of us.”


All eyes turned to Paul.


“She’s busy, and if I used her in the Trials you’d all
complain about her jewelry anyway.”


“Just saying that Wilson didn’t con her in here
either.”


“It wouldn’t work,” Morgan said dismissively. “He got
us without our armor. You can’t disconnect hers.”


“Short of lopping off her hand,” Greg added.


“Just saying…we’re back to old school,” Andre
clarified.


“Yes we are,” Yori agreed.
“So let’s get the others and figure out how to beat this thing.”



 

Dina woke up groggy as hell with a telepathic shout
echoing through her mind and a person standing over her. As soon as she moved
her body it hurt from stiffness, but it was more the urgent emotions pouring
into her from Larissa than the pain that woke her up enough to sit up and see
where she was.


“Don’t ask, just move,” Larissa said, throwing a
telekinetic wall behind Dina and knocking back a rogue lemming. “Now!”


Dina was yanked to her feet with her fellow
trailblazer’s Lachka grip and the Archon stumbled her first step off the stone
platform where she had been laying…but it was the sight of a pair of mechanical
raptors running towards them that shot adrenaline through her body that flushed
out a chunk of lingering stun energy.


“Get behind me,” Larisa said as she stepped in front
of Dina just in time to block a mouth shot of stun energy from the closest
raptor. The blue dot spread out into a ring that was over a meter wide by the
time it hit Larissa’s bioshield, but she took enough of the blast to keep both
of them clear…then all of a sudden Dina saw the raptor lifted off its feet and
its legs and arms crumple into its body with shrieks of metal breaking.


The other raptor charged them and Dina stepped up
beside Larissa, throwing a small Lachka hold around its left foot and yanking
its leg to the side. It stumbled and nose hit the ground as it very agilely got
its balance again and jumped at another nearby trailblazer…who dove out of the
way after deflecting it with another invisible blow.


“Don’t touch them or you’ll be stunned,” Larissa told
her as she pulled a still groggy Dina her way. “Run with me.”


“Oh this is fun,” the green-haired Archon said as she
kept a wobbly pace behind Larissa, dodging another row of flat pedestals as she
saw a few others being revived. The rest of the Archons were spread around the
area engaging what looked to be an army of metallic dinosaurs…including a huge
brontosaurus that was just now tromping its way into the clearing out of a
jungle path.


“Not that way,” Larissa said, throwing a hand against
Dina’s bare chest to stop her as a swarm of stun bugs flew out of the formerly
clear section of forest they’d been running to. “Damn, we’re going to have to
do this the hard way. Hope you’re awake.”


“More or less.”


“Link up…and cross your fingers.”


Dina accepted the battlemeld link and the pair ran off
across the chaotic battlefield as there were Archons moving about everywhere
confronting any number of threats that she didn’t recognize, but what little
she remembered from her entry she figured everything here was equipped with
stun weapons. 


From the information flowing to her through Larissa
she sensed the threats each posed, along with the plan to run directly at the
worst of them, which was the brontosaurus. Even as they took off the long
necked dinosaur sprayed a curtain of stun shots down across the ground like a
broom, hitting two Archons that survived beneath bioshields, but Larissa knew
they couldn’t last long under that amount of energy and now so did Dina, yet
that was exactly where they were heading.


Dina knew Larissa would match her speed, so she tried
to pump as much juice into her waking legs as she could while linking her
psionics and pushing away some more rabbit-sized machines as another raptor
came at them from the right side, sprinting across the clearing surrounding the
pedestals. It fired as it ran and both Archons created a telekinetic crash bag
between them, forcing them apart to allow the stun ring to pass through the
gap, then Larissa pulled Dina through a hop leap with a short lived Bataf conduit
as Paul and Jason sprinted in from the opposite direction and punted the raptor
back with an invisible clothesline as they ran on either side of it, yanking it
away from Dina as Larissa was doing her best to get her to safety on only a
partial destunning charge. 


The girls headed directly for the brontosaurus again,
intending to take the trail it had come up on, but the dynamic duo circled
around and got ahead of them, drawing the next head blast while leg turrets
opened up and fired smaller, rifle-sized rounds at all four of them. Dina slid
in behind Larissa and they used their Cerden to link bioshields in order to
increase their strength, with the first trailblazer’s silhouette blocking all
the incoming fire. Dina could feel how each stun shot ate away at their shield
strength and knew that they couldn’t stand up to the rain that was coming down
on Jason and Paul. 


There was no time to wait and watch, with the girls
suddenly up near the giant’s legs and darting left directly past the walking
turret shelf. Dina got hit once, but the speed of both Archons made them hard
to target and they flashed past the rear legs…then Dina found herself being
thrown up into the air by Larissa as the tail whipped around into their faces. 


The fully awake trailblazer dove underneath it, then
launched herself into a Yetu-enhanced jump as it reversed direction with a
flick and swung its tree trunk thick limb back at her. It passed under and made
one more reverse, trying to flick her with the tip, but Larissa shoulder dove
over it at the last moment before somersaulting back up into a run next to Dina
as she got hit with a rear turret.


Their shared bioshield held up and they raced off down
the trail, but they weren’t out of trouble yet. 


“Don’t stop running,” Larissa insisted, leading her
down the length of dirt road and scanning ahead with her Pefbar as a giant roar
sounded from behind them. 


“Wasn’t planning to,” she said as Larissa darted off
the trail and into the brush. Dina followed a step behind and dived in with the
brush sliding over her bioshields and not tearing into her exposed skin…for sometime during her nap her clothes had disappeared, which
she groggy head barely noticed until she stepped on a rock and did a half jump
into the air, after which she shunted some bioshield beneath her feet, though
that made her movements slippery and even slower.


“Almost there,” Larissa said while sending her a
telepathic warning. “Just gotta get past the
sentries.”


“You’ve gotta be kidding
me,” Dina said as they broke through the edge of the forest and onto a sandy
beach that stretched a good quarter mile up to a body of water separating the
forest on the other side. There were three T-Rexes out there with a host of
smaller raptors, all of which seemed to be holding their positions until the
two Humans hit the sand.


“Blow through and jump. Do…not…swim,” Larissa said a
she slowed a bit so the pair of them could share one shield again as the beach
erupted with various forms of stun blasts. The raptors sprinted towards them
while the T-Rex nearest on the left turned its giant head and blew out a stream
of air at hurricane speed, kicking up a wall of sand that threw down a line in
front of them. She sensed form Larissa that they had to go in, but as soon as
they hit the wall of moving air and grit Dina was knocked off her feet and
cartwheeling to the right.


Larissa formed a Bataf conduit with her and that kept
both of them from spinning completely out of control, so that when they hit the
ground again they were able to walk through the storm slowly, then when it
stopped they took off running again, but not before a trio of raptors got to
them. Larissa ran towards them, distracting them away from Dina as she signaled
for her to sprint on ahead as the trailblazer began to dance around the
mechanical bipeds in a series of jumps and flips, all the while avoiding
touching them to avoid the stun charge their body plates would render on
contact…which would knock her immediately unconscious with even the slightest
brush.


When Dina got within a few steps of the water’s edge
she knew it was too far to jump, but she was determined to get as far across
the moat as she could and launched herself up into a pathetic leap having no
shoes and with her feet sinking into the sand and sucking away her pushing
power. As soon as she was airborne she got a shove from Larissa, then a Bataf conduit
that telescoped out and delivered her to the other side.


The nude Archon dropped into the sand and turned
around, ready to help Larissa get across. It took a few seconds for her to
evade the raptors, then another sandstorm covered them all. Thanks to their
battlemeld she could still sense where Larissa was and vice versa, essentially
giving the other Archon her senses to use. A moment later she hit the shore and
jumped, with Dina pulling her across as much as possible.


It wasn’t enough and Larissa splashed down three meters
from safety, landing face first in the water and scrambling to get back up as a
swarm of tiny machines swam up towards her. Dina pulled her out with their invisible
rope, but not before Larissa got ‘bit’ on the leg by two of the little fish
bots. 


That broke their battlemeld link and sent Larissa into
a wash of dizziness worse than what Dina was still feeling, so the less groggy
trailblazer pulled the other the rest of the way up and out of the water with
her Lachka until she got a physical grip on her arm and hauled her up a safe
distance onto the sand, watching the robotic dinosaurs to see if they could
come after them or not, not to mention the forest behind them that was an
unknown.


“Da eet,” Larissa said, her
words slurred by the stun as she tried to shake her dead leg with her loopy
right arm.


“I’ve got you,” Dina said, picking her up in a
fireman’s carry and almost losing her balance. She held it together enough to
get them both up the short sandy incline to the forest and set Larissa down
against a tree trunk a few dozen meters inside as Tom contacted her
telepathically inquiring as to their status. 


She told him where they were and how incapacitated
Larissa was, with him telling her to stay put until someone got to them.


Dina hunched down on her bare feet, keeping the rest
of her smooth, pale skin from touching the dirty ground as she took a series of
deep breaths and tried to slip into a bit of Sesspik to clear the rest of the
grogginess from her body. She had no idea what was going on, nor where her
clothes had gotten to, but she got the feeling that some major badassery had just gone down to get her out.


Then her full bladder finally registered and she
slipped over behind a bush to take care of that problem before the others
arrived.
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Morgan peeled off her uniform top and flicked it to
Dina, who caught it telekinetically from two meters away and pulled it to her
as Morgan stripped down to her underwear but kept the shoes for herself, with
several other Archons doing likewise to give the escaped prisoners some
clothes.


“Thanks,” she said gratefully, pulling the uniform on
and looking around at the others who were clustered in a clump of trees not far
off from where they’d been held while most of the Archons were deployed in a
distant perimeter looking for threats and buying some time as those who were
stunned recovered. Five were totally unconscious, with six others being partially
awake but numb like Larissa, but everyone had been pulled out, bringing their
team strength back up to a full 100. “How did we end up naked?”


“Probably our fault,” Morgan said, standing in a jog
bra and skin tight short shorts. “When we first found you laying out there you
had clothes, but we didn’t want to risk a rescue until we figured out where the
dangers were. I think losing your clothes was a penalty for us not acting
sooner.”


“Look on the bright side,” Jason said, walking up
beside Dina as she flicked her long, loose green hair out of the neck of
Morgan’s uniform. “Probably made some trainer’s day getting to take them off
you.”


“I feel so much better now,” she said dryly, stepping
into the pants but still being barefoot. That was going to be a problem going
forward, bioshields or no. 


“What’s the situation?” Boris asked as he pulled on
Paul’s uniform. “And how long have we been out?”


“None of us has a watch,” Jason answered, “and the
sunlight is on constantly, so we don’t know how long we’ve been in here. The
situation is we’re a cold insertion two at a time, with those getting snagged
by the stunbots being hauled off by drone and
deposited in the prison we just sprung you from. There are supply caches hidden
around this very large park, but only a handful of destunning
serum injections. We used all that we had to wake you guys up, so those who got
hit on the way out are going to have to sleep it off.”


“Ouch,” Dina said, knowing that meant a load of pins
and needles. Fortunately she’d skipped that stage, but was still feeling a
touch groggy despite the wakeup run. “No extra shoes in those supplies?”


“Unfortunately not, but I think we can make some crude
sandals. There are enough thorns around here that I wouldn’t want to risk going
barefoot even if it meant slowing me down a bit.”


“How crude is the question,” Landon asked.


“Depends how inventive you are. But big picture, we’ve
finally got a mission assignment, delivered via ghost Obi-wan. There’s a big
mountain full of stun bugs and apparently we have to find their lair to disable
them, then we’re supposed to know what to do next.”


“That’s it?” Dina asked, finishing tying her hair into
a knot on her head in lieu of the hair tie that had also been stripped off her
body. 


“More than we had previously, but yeah, that’s all we
know.”


“What’s the plan?”


“Getting you guys out…then going from there.”


“Peachy,” she said, throwing in a few stretches, for
her body was very tight after lying on that rock for who knew how long. 


“We need to investigate the area beyond the mountain,”
Morgan said, getting down to details. “There may be items to be obtained that
will help us assault the mountain. We recovered some grenades from taking down
an aquatic mech earlier, and I’d bet there are more goodies out there.”


“Stun grenades?”


“Nope. All the weapons we’ve recovered are the real
deal…and next to useless against the swarms. Wilson’s mockery, we think.”


“Why didn’t you use any against those robotic
dinosaurs?”


“Smash and grab op. We weren’t sticking around long
enough to try to take down any of the big ones, and if we so much as touch them
we get stunned.”


“Now that’s just not fair,” Dina added, stopping her
overhead stretch to glare. 


“Not much here is,” Jason added. “Which I think is the
point. There’s also no ambrosia, so we’re all running on empty by now.”


“Son of a bitch,” she said, looking at Morgan.


“Tell me about it.”


Dina huffed. “Where do you want me?”


“Same,” Zak said, with the others waiting to hear or
simply nodding in agreement.


“We’re splitting up by teams and going after what
objectives we can find,” Jason said as the last of them finished dressing and
walked over to the group that was forming. “We’ll get to the mountain later.
Right now we’re going shopping…and the 2s are going to try and bag a raptor.”



 

Megan sprinted out across a dirt path that held
numerous lemming holes, drawing a stream of the speedy little bots out of the
ground and heading towards her as she jumped over a boulder, tapping the top
theatrically with her hand mid flip, then landed and kept running into the
perimeter of the dino zone that surrounded the
prison. 


When the lemmings followed her Dan and Brian came
through at nearly the same spot, crossing the dirt and heading off into the
forest in the opposite direction towards the raptor bot they’d scouted. There
were probably more of them in here than just the one, but they’d adjust as
necessary to what they found…which didn’t take long, for a partial stun ring
flew out from the left, hitting Dan’s bioshield and sucking a good measure of
strength out of it as the pair pushed their Pefbar to the max and saw two more
raptors nearby heading to their direction.


“That one,” Brian said, changing targets and running
directions, sending a mental ping to the team as they raced towards the raptor
closest to the dirt boundary. They ran quickly, dodging trees and brush while
spreading out slightly. When the raptor got within line of sight it fired at
them once before jumping into an aerial lunge intending to land on Brian, but
the Archon was quicker and rolled to the left as he ducked, causing it to
overshoot with the help of a telekinetic shove from Dan.


Both Archons used their Nemsa in battlemeld to shove
it down into the ground for a moment, but they couldn’t hold it there for the
machine’s leverage was too strong. It stood up and shot at them again as the
other two raptors got close to firing range themselves.


A ping from Paul told them to hold position, and
before the raptor approaching on the left could get to them he and Jason
emerged from behind and knocked it away with another of their invisible
clothesline attacks. Jack and Randy came up on the other side a moment later
and did the same thing, diverting the other raptor while Ivan, Emily, and Kip
linked up into a 5-way battlemeld with Dan and Brian. As one they lifted the
pinned raptor up off the ground where it could only kick at the air, then they
threw it through the trees all the way out to the lemming dirt clearing.


The Archons followed, but Emily and Kip split sideways
to push back the lemmings coming at them from even more holes in the ground.
The other three Archons lifted the raptor again and chucked it across the
boundary and into the trees on the other side before sprinting across the gap
and going after it before it could get away.


Megan showed up and joined the trio after circling
around and losing her lemming horde. The four of them pinned the raptor in
place again, then got close to it and carried it in the air through the trees
another 60 meters before they lost strength and had to put it down. It
staggered in place while they restrained it partially while their mental
strength regenerated. It lunged towards Dan, but came up short and got its face
planted in the dirt so it couldn’t fire off another stun blast. 


A moment later Randy and Jack caught up and they added
their strength to the battlemeld and carried it again, this time more than 100
meters and further away from the dino zone. After
another pause they decided to throw it again, with Dan and Brian going ahead to
‘catch’ it when it landed and hold it there, more or less, until the others
caught up.


Bit by bit they moved it through the forest for nearly
a kilometer until Paul and Jason signaled that the others had finally
retreated, apparently giving up on it or sensing a trap…with the latter being
more likely if there were trainers on the other end remotely controlling the
things.


When the duo caught up with the others they all linked
up and pinned it to the ground as Randy used his Pefbar/Lachka to look inside
the thing and start pulling bits apart. It managed to shoot another stun ring
into the ground near Paul’s foot, but shortly thereafter Randy was able to cut
power to the weapon. A minute after that the entire thing went slack and was
pancaked to the ground by the combined telekinetic power of the 2s.


“I think that did it,” Randy said, continuing to poke
around inside.


“Who wants to touch it and find out?” Emily asked.


“No rush,” Paul insisted. “It might take a while for
those plates to fully discharge.”


“Easy fix,” Ivan said, telekinetically snapping a thin
branch off the nearest tree and floating it over to the raptor. 


“Poke it with a stick?” Megan asked with a laugh.


Ivan smiled and moved the broken part of the branch
into the side of the raptor. He tapped it three times, then rotated the entire
branch over and whacked it a fourth time. “Looks dead.”


“I’ve cut the power feeds to the armor plates,” Randy
said. “But the welds are solid. I can’t pry it open from here.”


“Do you see what I see?” Emily asked.


“An Easter egg,” Paul confirmed. “Let’s get this thing
open.”


“What’s in it?” Ivan asked, tossing the stick aside.


“I think it’s shielded. I can’t sense anything.”


“Booby trap?” Megan wondered.


“Let’s find out. Stand back,” Randy said as he walked
up to it and the others scattered. “If I wake up naked I’m blaming Megan.”


“Twit,” she said in a whisper as he knelt down beside
it and pressed a finger to the head. He didn’t fall over, then proceeded to tap
it a couple more times ensuring that there was no stun charge left, then he
held his finger over it a couple of inches and waited for more than a minute.
Finally he touched it again, this time with his finger sinking into the thin
armor plates amidst a cherry red glow of melted material. He punched through
then pulled his finger across it slowly, cutting open the mechanical raptor and
creating several seams.


“Pry these please,” he said, working his way down
towards the tail.


Paul and Jason linked up again and telekinetically
pulled apart the metallic petals that Randy had exposed, bending them back and
exposing the inner mechanisms. As Randy moved on the duo pulled more and more
apart until it looked like a gutted tauntaun from
Star Wars. 


Randy pulled his finger out and theatrically blew on
it, then he reached inside and started pulling apart the exposed machinery that
they intended to make use of however possible. “Make like Legos guys.”


Dan, Brian, and Megan stepped in and helped him along
with Paul and Jason while the other four stood guard. There were some more
small melting cuts that had to be made, but between their physical leverage and
their psionics they were able to disassemble the thing without too much delay,
eventually exposing a small canister tucked away inside that had no obvious
purpose within the raptor, though it did have a button on the casing.


Randy pulled it out and walked away from the others,
not knowing what would happen. A stun grenade would be poetic at this point, or
a summons for a swarm of stun bugs or a T-Rex to come and stomp on them. But
the only way to know was to press it and find out, so after he got about 80
meters away he held it out as far away from his body as possible and pressed
the biometric button that required flesh rather than telekinesis to trigger.


Waiting for a bang, he was puzzled when it simply
clicked and the shell cracked a hair. He pulled the top open with one hand and
saw a small vial inside with a label that read ‘500 doses.’


“Guys,” he said, jogging back over to them. “It really
is an Easter Egg.”


“Candy or money?” Jason asked.


“Better,” Randy said, holding up the small vial of
reddish liquid for them to see. “Ambrosia.”


“Son of a bitch,” Emily said. “Then they did expect us
to tear one apart.”


“Wonder what one of the big ones has inside,” Kip
commented. 


“Box of donuts would be nice,” Megan quipped.


“More like truck,” Paul amended. 


“Don’t suppose they stuck a suit of armor out there somewhere,”
Ivan asked.


“That’d be too easy,” Emily said dismissively. “The
stun soak would give us too much endurance. And armor without it wouldn’t do us
a lot of good here.”


“Wilson might have thrown a set in just to taunt us,”
Randy added, “just like the weapons.”


“I still think we can make use of them,” Paul
insisted. “And a little live fire test on this one should answer some
questions.”


“So we’re hauling this whole thing back?” Dan asked.


“Waste not, want not,” Emily said, prompting the
others into a team-wide battlemeld link to make the carrying easier. “Let’s get
going before the carcass attracts any more critters with the smell of hydraulic
fluid.”


The others turned and looked at her as the pieces of
the raptors flew up into the air and back into the main body.


Emily frowned. “Sorry. That sounded better in my
head.”


“We did kill the transmitter, right?” Jason asked.


“I got it,” Randy assured him. “Intact but without
power.”


“Good,” he said as they started walking with their
floating cargo between two rows of three while the other four circled around as
skirmishers but still close enough to help share the telekinetic load. “Don’t
want anyone crashing our party when we get back.”


“I think the trainers already know every move we
make,” Megan commented. “This whole park is probably full of sensors.”


“No need to invite trouble,” Jason cautioned. “And if
Wilson is willing to punish us for tardiness by denying us clothes, then I can
imagine him sending something after us if we failed to silence a transmitter.”


“True,” she conceded. 


“You still think this is all Wilson?” Kip asked. “Or
are you wondering if it might be a bit Davis too?”


“This is Wilson,” Paul said with certainty. “Davis may
have given him permission, but this level of ‘kick you in the balls’ is
definitely telltale Wilson.”


Just then a thought struck Jason that was profound
enough that all the others heard it through the battlemeld link.


“Oh my god,” Emily said with dread. “He would,
wouldn’t he?”


“It fits,” Randy admitted. “And if he’s here he’ll
have armor, I can guarantee it.”


“What about the weapons? That doesn’t make sense.”


“Decoy?” Paul guessed. 


“They won’t do much to him anyway. We need a game plan
if he does show up,” Ivan said, knowing how bad this
could get if they were right.


“In the meantime,” Jason cautioned, knowing they were
getting ahead of themselves even if they were right, “we’ve got some dino hunting to do. Let’s bag some more prizes and hope
Wilson isn’t as devious as he could be.”


“Wanna put credits on that?”
Emily scoffed.
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“Look what we found,” Greg said holding his hand out
as he came back into the trailblazer’s camp where the 2s, 3s, and 6s were
either sleeping or building, using the components from trashed dinobots to create a variety of tools, including some
physical shields to help block stun blasts. 


Jason raised an eyebrow at seeing the six senzu beans.
“Where the hell did you find those?”


“Inside a T-Rex.”


“You took down a Rex on your own?”


“Nobody takes down a Rex,” Rex said with a sarcastic
smile as he walked past Greg and pulled a makeshift bottle of water out of a
stash they’d made and hauled up here from one of the creeks. 


“The 8s helped,” Greg answered. “A little.”


“Perfect,” Morgan said, telekinetically pulling all
six beans out of his hand and flying them across into hers, which she then
cheeked.


“Hey!” Greg complained. “That’s all of them.”


“You won’t need them, hopefully,” she said, pulling
off her left shoe and tossing it to Dina who’d just returned with the 7s. She
took off her right and did the same, then proceeded to take off her jog bra.


“Whose birthday is it?” Rex asked, staring at her as
she also pulled off her pants and rolled both garments up in a bundle and
stashed them next to a tree, now completely nude.


“I’m going up the mountain,” she said, glancing at the
others who were giving her questioning glares.


“Jumat or not you’ll never make it,” Greg said, not
sure what she was thinking.


“Continuous emission?” Jason asked.


“That’s the plan,” she said, not caring one bit that
she was naked, knowing her clothes were going to get in the way of her Jumat. 


“You don’t know where to go,” Dina said, slipping on
the second shoe and giving her bare feet a badly needed break from roughing it.
Both she and the other former prisoners had a variety of cuts on their soft
feet, with a generous bioshield usage the only thing keeping them from being
totally torn up and their attempts at raptor hide sandals failing badly enough
that she’d chucked them earlier.


“We know what sector,” Morgan said, looking a little
like a chipmunk with the beans stashed in either side of her mouth. “The only
one the bugs have been in this entire time. The others we got a chance to look
around before they swarmed the top. That leaves the few places in that sector
that none of us have ran through to look.”


“You haven’t been up there at all,” Paul reminded her.


“Show me what you’ve seen, but I’m the only one that
can go short of fighting a war that we very well might lose.”


“And if you get caught then what?” Greg asked.


“At least they won’t be stealing my clothes,” Morgan
said as she started to walk out of camp.


“How long can you sustain with those six?” Jason
asked.


“I don’t know,” she said, pausing and glancing back.
“Depends how much force I need to use. I’ll turn back before I run dry, and at
least get a scouting run out of this.”


“Don’t you think we should wait until everyone gets
back so we can be standing by at the border?” Greg insisted.


“No, but I’ll take Rex with me as an Ensek relay. He
can stare at my butt on the way there, and if I do go down he can let the rest
of you know to come break me out of prison. Just don’t try it on the mountain.
I think this is Wilson’s way of thinning our numbers, and I think I can counter
it solo.”


“Have to now,” Greg said deadpan. “You just saliva
claimed the senzu beans.”


Morgan smirked and looked at Rex. “Come on.”


“Alright reckless, I’ll humor you,” he said, jogging
up next to Morgan with her matching pace as she stayed a step ahead and ran
barefoot out through the surrounding brush, with her nude form and Rex’s white
uniform disappearing from sight.


“It’s days like this that make me really wish I had
Jumat,” Greg said after they’d left.


“Ditto,” Paul echoed. 



 

When Morgan and Rex reached the bottom of the bug zone
a swarm of the bastards moved in to greet them, spilling against the low
altitude barrier as if it were a glass wall rather than just a geographical
line. The path they were on ran laterally, with the higher one doing the same
across a gap and uphill. When Morgan had shoes on she could have jumped it
easily, but now she was going to lose some power given that her size 8 feet
were already starting to get sore and didn’t give her as flat of a platform as
she needed, with the balls of her feet sinking into the partially soft soil
given the mist showers that had blown in from a nearby waterfall.


“I could use a boost,” she asked.


“Sure thing,” Rex said. “Just jump and I’ll do the
rest.”


Morgan repositioned one of her six beans between her
teeth and chomped it up, swallowing the very dense ambrosia dose to start the
overload process that would kick in after a short delay. She’d already filled
up on ambrosia to her normal levels drinking the limited supply of liquids
they’d obtained from hunting raptors, meaning that as soon as this bean hit her
bloodstream it was going to start giving her overload headaches…but those would
diminish rapidly as soon as she started using her Jumat as extensively as she
was about to.


“Might want to step back a bit,” she warned Rex, who
took two steps to the side. “Maybe just a little more.”


He laughed and retreated another two steps, then
Morgan closed her eyes and focused. She needed to emit from all parts of her
body else some of the bugs might slip through and make contact. Typically she
didn’t do this, summoning up strong blasts from specific regions, usually her
arms, and pooling the energy in a transfer state outside her clothes or armor.
This was going to have to be a direct feed and trying to pool it through a
transition phase would have been adding too much difficulty. She was going
Amazon on this and had to fully commit, else a lapse might form and she’d end
up stung into unconsciousness in short order.


Rex felt a gentle push of air hit him as he saw
Morgan’s ponytail lift up off her neck. It was tied up using a bit of wire from
the raptors and held its form, but her bangs flew about wildly as the invisible
energy flowed off her, quickly increasing strength. A moment later a surge hit
him and he took another step backwards as Morgan was pushing the leaves on the
surrounding trees back and bending the branches like a micro hurricane. She
dipped down into a crouch then launched her naked body up into the air, with
Rex grabbing her telekinetically and pushing her up into the stun bug swarm as
requested.


When she hit it the bugs parted against the storm
winds, part from the moving air, part from the
concussive energy that was tuned to hit and move large objects rather than air
molecules. The atmospheric pressure forced many of them to slip back in through
the blasts while the much large stun bugs had no such luxury, being pushed back
and thrown aside gently, not hard enough to damage them unless they flew into a
rock or tree.


Morgan’s air supply also diminished due to the
lessened pressure. She was pushing out so much that she was essentially
thinning the air around her, but enough of a blowback was occurring that she
still got the oxygen that she needed, plus she wasn’t doing anything that
physically strenuous so she wasn’t going to be requiring a lot anytime soon. 


She landed on the upper trail and didn’t look back,
blowing bugs, dirt, and leaves aside as she jogged to the right and disappeared
into the tree line from Rex’s position, but she knew he would still be
following her mental signature. If she discovered anything she’d send him an
update so he could pass the information on in case she didn’t make it back, but
right now she didn’t worry about keeping track of him, for all her focus was on
the stun bugs and how close they were getting to her.


The first few wisps of ambrosia overload were now gone
and she pulled back her Jumat flow a bit as she ran through the crooked trail.
The terrain made it difficult to monitor the bugs, for her body movement
affected where they were knocked and every stride she took repositioned her
emitters into different alignments, leaving her with a chaotic energy pulse
that she didn’t hope to predict. Reducing it as much as she thought prudent,
Morgan tried to conserve as much energy as she could while crunching up another
senzu bean to stay ahead of the ambrosia need.


By the time she reached the cave tunnel the headaches
were manifesting themselves, which she took as a good sign. She’d never
sustained the flow this long before so Morgan was in unknown territory and was
glad she hadn’t burnt through two senzu beans already. She ran by and hopped
over a half empty crate of supplies that had been left behind and ducked into
the tunnel, temporarily reducing her Jumat output now that the walls were
covering for her. The air in her lungs dipped a bit and she found herself out
of breath, but as soon as she reached the other side the airflow upped again
back to the formerly thin level.


But as soon as she got to the other side she had to
pulse a much larger blast into the continuous flow, for the air was so thick
with stun bugs that she couldn’t see the trees ahead. That was a good sign to
her, despite the danger, meaning that this was where she had to go and she
hadn’t guessed wrong. Add in the fact that the lower trail in this section
didn’t connect to any below and that meant you either had to hack your way
through the brush or enter via an adjacent sector. The memories of the others
who had been here guided her up to the top of the mountain, but that’s not
where she needed to go so she headed downhill, plowing a path with her Jumat
flow as her Pefbar allowed her to navigate through the dark cloud of tiny
machines.


As she jumped half a step down her foot hit something
sharp and she reflexively bent her knee to cushion the blow in a one-step limp.
When the object stuck in her foot she telekinetically pulled it loose and let
the concussive energy toss it aside before her next step, unable to stop or
cover her feet with bioshields. Right now it was total body emission or
something far less. She couldn’t do 95% and had never bothered to train herself
for that, though she was adding it to her future workload because right now it
would have been damn handy. 


Twenty meters down and the trail split, with her now
being in unknown territory. She took the right fork that ran lateral rather
than down the mountain and pushed her Pefbar out further, not wanting to miss
something in the forest nearby the trail if that’s what she was here to find.
Fortunately she was able to multi-task both psionics, but her body was already
starting to buzz a little from the continuous Jumat production.


Morgan ran as fast as she could without tripping,
following the trail and trying to keep some semblance of her position…which was
nearly impossible with all the switchbacks, so she just memoried
where she’d come so she could go back if necessary. Get lost here long enough
to run out of ambrosia and she’d be toast.


Traveling the path and racking up meters Morgan looked
for something, anything that might be the source of these things but there was
nothing to be found. She moved through two more intersections before the
density of the stung bugs dipped a bit, which was her first clue. The Archon
coasted to a stop and started to backtrack, heading for the last intersection
and heading the other way. The density of the stun bugs increased again and she
used that as her guide, finding another intersection and guessing wrong only to
have to retread ground and go the other way, crunching another senzu bean and
putting herself on a mental countdown to when she’d need to start back.


She kept looking and looking, starting to get dizzy
from the sustained effort that she had to keep increasing due to the number of
bugs pushing back against her concussive energy, especially across the ground
where they tried to slip in under her waves, but they’d always get repulsed
when they got near her feet, for they were continuously emitting a mist of
blood from the cuts on thorns and rocks as she bled out and the concussive
energy wicked it away from her skin.


Morgan hardly noticed the pain save for when she
stepped on something new. She was getting near to her return window when she
came back across her own trail, realizing that what she’d just run had been a
circle, bringing her back to her previous fork in the trail. It was hard to
tell from the geography, but her footprints where there to be seen and settled
her fatiguing mind. This region had the highest concentration of the bugs,
literally with so many that she could have reached out with a hand, swiped it
through the air, and came away with a fist load of them.


Crunching her fourth bean and knowing she had about 2
minutes before turning back she dove off trail and into the brush and getting
all kind of cuts on her naked body as branches whipped back at her after being
repulsed by her hurricane. She couldn’t put up a bioshield for it would block
the concussive energy, meaning her smooth skin was about to turn into a bloody
mess of cuts and scrapes. 


It wasn’t as bad as she expected, for the Jumat kept
most of the contacts off her body, but those that did hit were always strong
ones, branches rather than leaves, and some of them definitely had thorns on
them. Morgan had to dislodge a few that the Jumat didn’t push out of her body
and was beginning to question this wild goose chase when the concentration of stun
bugs, momentarily diminished by the closeness of the forest, escalated beyond
anything she’d encountered yet.


That told her to press on, even as her mental clock
guessed it was time to head back. Saying to hell with it, Morgan decided to go
all-in and gave up on the retreat option. Upping her flow rate to compensate,
she literally pushed aside buckets of stun bugs out of her sight, which was
virtually gone. Between the trees and the bugs she was walking naked through
brush in nearly pitch black conditions despite the overhead sun. Her Pefbar
allowed her to see through it all, but with so many objects moving about in
chaotic fashion she had to mentally filter out the moving stuff else start to
suffer vertigo from the sensory overload. 


She focused on the ground and tree trunks, walking
blindly through the brush that she could no longer see, but what was still
scraping her up, even stopping her when she walked into a bush that wouldn’t
move out of her way. That set her back, having to backtrack a few steps and
find another way around, literally stumbling in the dark trying to see any
large objects out there in the aptly titled ‘storm.’


So numbed up from the mental mess and Jumat fatigue,
Morgan took her next step and fell right into the source of the stun bugs,
dropping some ten meters down a tube to land on a hard floor onto her left
shoulder…that popped from the impact that she couldn’t see coming. Her head
also banged into the ground, disorienting her into a state of punch
drunkenness, but fortunately that made her mad and she reflexively upper her
concussive energy flow, blowing back so many stun bugs that they literally ran
into each other and broke, for there was so little air for them to move about
in.


Morgan coughed, with a senzu bean stuck in her throat
as she rolled over face down. With a telekinetic tug she pulled it out and
chomped down on it, chewing it and the last one up and finally clearing her
mouth. Her shoulder hurt, but far less than it should for being dislocated,
telling her just how doped up she was right now. Turning off her Pefbar for a
moment the mental storm disappeared, letting her focus on her energy flow and
her major injury…as well as the sum total of all the cuts across her formerly
attractive body. She couldn’t see it now in the pitch black conditions, but she
was a sliced, nasty mess.


Getting a telekinetic grip on her shoulder she tugged
it back into place, but forgot to pull her tongue in. She bit it with the pain
spike, tasting blood and cursing herself for being so dumb. The Archon rotated
her shoulder around, finding it hurt but was still functional as she stood up
and turned her Pefbar back on and saw the snowdrifts of dead stun bugs on the
floor around her and a snowstorm of active ones surrounding her at no more than
a meter distance. 


Morgan held position and scanned the area, finding
three tunnels heading out from the vertical tube she was now at the bottom of
that was itself the size of a small room. Walking on gratuitously flat floors
she headed down one of the hallways and came to a dead end some 50 meters
away…or so it looked until she got closer. There was a large room that spread
out sideways from the tunnel width, and on both sides of that room were
equipment banks in the wall that had numerous vents that were spewing out more
stun bugs.


In the middle of that room was a circle on the floor
that Morgan almost missed save for the fact that she stepped on a slightly
raised ring, bringing her attention down to her feet. Depressed below the
surface of that circle was a hidden switch that could only be accessed via
Lachka…or by breaking through the floor. She used the former and flipped it,
with the vents on either wall shutting and cutting off the flow of stun bugs.


With an angry sneer she threw her arms wide and
punched the entire room with a much larger Jumat blast, throwing the tiny bugs
into the walls and crushing most of them. They scattered around in the
maelstrom like bits of debris, eventually working their way to the floor and
piling up there as Morgan walked back out to the center tube and headed down
another of the three hallways. She found an identical room and switch there,
turning it and the stun bug production off before heading over to the last
chamber. 


When she hit that switch the vents closed but the
swarm around her was still active. She sent out another burst and took down
most of the ones in that room, but there were so many coming down from
aboveground that the air was still thick with them, though she had a tiny
respite that she did not allow herself to linger in. Morgan kept up the Jumat
flow, knowing now would be an ironically bad time to let one slip through and
take her down, as she headed back to the entrance, not sure if she could jump
high enough to get out in her present condition. 


When she got back there she noticed a new circle in
the middle of the floor. As she walked towards it a pylon rose up from the
ground with her first thinking it was a step up to get out of the hollow, but
then she saw that it was made of crystal with a glowing icon in the center…that
was blue. 


There were no visible buttons to press, nor internal
ones, so Morgan just summoned up a directional blast and threw it off her good
arm, hammering the crystal and cracking it. She repeated the attack four more
times until it broke apart and the blue light likewise disappeared…with every
stun bug in the air suddenly shutting down and dropping to the floor, save for
the fact that she couldn’t see that with her battering them all over the place.
It was the lack of additional ones coming down from top that first clued her
in, not to mention the bits of sunlight coming down onto her mauled up body.
She eased back on the Jumat flow and the remaining bugs flew into the walls and
piled up on the ground, adding to the black snowdrifts.


She took it down another notch and the air finally
cleared. Morgan let go her effort but kept her Pefbar active, just in case
something else was going to happen, and felt the blood begin to seep out of her
in small rivulets. She nearly fell over with the effort release and stepped
forward off the circle in the center. She noticed the rim in her Pefbar just
before she fell, not remembering it having been there, then when her foot hit
the ground and a piece of crystal dug itself into the center of her foot the floor
fell out beneath her, crumbling into hundreds of pieces as a bright gold light
burst through the cracks.


Morgan wheeled about mid fall, grapping the edge of
the platform with her bad arm and feeling it wrench again. Her fingers held on
past the pop as her eyes squinted against the glare from below. Forcing herself
to twist on her dislocated shoulder, she got her other hand up to the rim and
one armed herself up until she got her chin on the edge, then worked her way up
over the edge mostly with her good arm, slithering onto the shattered crystal
and cutting herself up further, but avoiding the fall.


Come to me,
she shouted telepathically, not even bothering to try and find Rex’s mind to
send a direct message. I need help.
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On my way,
Rex told her, immediately leaping up the gap between paths and sprinting over
the black snow on the ground and crunching the little stun bots with every
step. He had a fix on her mental location, and with the stun bots no longer an
issue he was able to run freely aside from making detours around the gravity
traps. 


It didn’t take him long to get to the cave tunnel,
then from there he was in unfamiliar territory and asked Morgan for directions
rather than just guessing or trying to claw his way through jungle. She replied
with the first turn instructions, then after that her memory was hazy but she
said she hadn’t encountered any gravity traps.


This side of the cave was covered in stun bots like
patches of a giant puzzle laid down in various locations wherever a swarm had
been at that time. When Rex crossed over a patch of clean ground he was sucked down
into a faceplant, smashing his nose into the compact
dirt for a moment before he did a slow pushup and got his legs under him enough
to crawl out of the gravity trap…which told him Morgan hadn’t come this way. 


Sensing her closer now he decided to abandon the
trails and head straight for her location, so summoning up a bioshield he dove
into the brush and disappeared beneath the trees. At least this way he wouldn’t
run into any more gravity traps, for they’d pull down the brush with them and
give away the location. Previously though there had been other things off the
trails to worry about, and about halfway to Morgan he found one of them in the
form of a little mound in the ground that a slew of lemmings came up out of.


They chased after him and nearly caught him in the
ankles before he telekinetically threw them off, then he broke through onto
another trail and kept to it, heading in Morgan’s approximate location with the
things nipping at his heels for a moment before he got up to speed. 


Rex lost them eventually, then came around full circle
on the path before realizing that Morgan was in the center of it. He got
confirmation from her of that and dove in, eventually coming to a hole in the
ground that was brightly lit from below with the telltale light that the
hologram had spoken of. When he got to the edge he found Morgan at the bottom
on a narrow platform around which was the light coming from somewhere below,
though he couldn’t make out where with his eyes or his Pefbar, for it was being
blocked below a certain level.


He also noticed that Morgan was covered in blood.


“What the hell?” he asked, with her glancing up at
him.


“Pull me up, please.”


Rex got a telekinetic hold on her waist and lifted her
up through the opening, though there was an audible groan from the trailblazer
as he did so. Her bloody, nude body came up out of the hole and he set her to
the side…and to his surprise she let herself drop to the ground rather than
standing on her feet.


“What did this to you?” Rex asked, taking a knee next
to her.


“Running naked through sticks and thorns.”


“You ran out of bioshield…oh crap, you couldn’t use
it.”


“Nope.”


“You need to slip into a healing trance.”


“Already have. Can I ask a favor?”


“Sure,” he said, knowing it was virtually unheard of
for Morgan to ever ask a favor.


“Take your shirt off so it doesn’t get bloody and
carry me on your back under your bioshield while I heal.”


Rex raised an eyebrow. “I can do that, or we can just
bring everyone here and go through that portal when you’re ready.”


“No,” Morgan said, keeping her body locked in a
lounging position so to minimize movement for the sake of the Sesspik. “It’s
shielded from psionics. If there’s something nasty waiting for us on the other
side we have to be ready first. That means more hunting parties collecting
ambrosia and whatever else we can find. That’ll take at least a day and I’ve
already lost a fair amount of blood. Most of it blew off with the Jumat, so I
need to heal this as soon as possible.”


“I can stand guard here so you don’t have to move.”


Morgan sighed. “Just get me back to camp.”


“As you wish,” he said, pulling off his shirt and
rolling it up into a bundle that he held in his left hand as Morgan stood up
and climbed on his back. The blood made her warm skin slick on contact, but
between his arms looping through her legs and a little telekinetic
reinforcement he got her snugged up against him and made sure she could just
sit there without having to hold on much.


“Just veg, I’ll get you back,” he said, slipping a
bioshield around both of them and walking off slowly through the brush with it
passing harmlessly around her naked body.


“Thanks,” she said, trusting him enough to close her
eyes and her senses and give herself over to the healing trance.



 

Many hunting parties later all 100 trailblazers
gathered at the portal carrying their weapons, shields, and other knickknacks
that they’d constructed out of the debris as Kerrie jumped up over the hole and
froze there, tipping face down in midair as the others held her aloft and
slowly lowered her down into the chamber below. She had a battlemeld link with
Aaron so he could see what she saw as her head dipped into the energy field
that was further down around the central platform below and glowing a blinding
gold. 


Kerrie passed into it, for it wasn’t a thin layer and
her vision was bathed in light so much that she had to shut her eyes. Her
Pefbar told her that she was in a short tube, at the bottom of which was a
hatch that snapped open as she approached, probably expecting her to fall
through rather than float above it. 


With that physical barrier gone she could sense but
not see what was below. There was an arching tube curling to the right like a
dry waterslide, beyond which she could not sense…


Suddenly her body was jerked out of the Archon’s
telekinetic grip and she disappeared from sight and sense.


“Damn, I lost her,” Aaron said. 


“So much for intel,” Morgan said stepping up to the
edge in her underwear and reclaimed shoes. “Any reason to wait?”


“Nope,” Bo said, diving in ahead of her. He landed
feet first on the platform below then hopped off into the golden light with the
others following at slightly staggered intervals. 


Greg came down with a full length shield, tucking it
up against his back and riding it through the curved tunnel like a rough surf
board made from metallic dinobot hide. He could see
Dina ahead of him a few meters and could sense the others behind him as they
slid down a long straight decline in the dark until it corkscrewed through one
last hurricane-like twist before dumping them out on a short drop of 4 meters
into a large chamber.


Greg landed on top of Kerrie’s unconscious body,
seeing her just in time after squinting his eyes against the brightly lit
chamber to arch his back and land on all fours overtop of her…which fortunately
kept his shield strapped onto his back as a stun sword swung down onto him.


With his Pefbar adding to his eyesight he knew he and
the others were being ambushed as they came in, so he grabbed Kerrie in a
telekinetic hold and shot her body away from the landing area as he sprinted
away from the guy with the sword, noticing two other Archons already down
before he realized that it was an Arc Knight waiting for them.


The man was fully clad in black/gold armor and had one
of the wicked stun swords that the Black Knight had made infamous in their
training days. This guy was using it to whack the trailblazers
unconscious as they came down, and had it not been for Greg’s shield he would
have been taken unaware as well.


Knowing that had to change now, Greg threw a Fornax
blast back behind him and into the Knight as he ran, causing the giant to
stumble as another trailblazer came down. He missed Jace
by a hair when he swung next, which was when Greg sent a quick telepathic
message out to all within range letting them know what was happening. The
others would relay it up the slide, he knew, so hopefully they’d be ready to
fight the moment they dropped out of the ceiling.


After getting Kerrie clear he turned around behind his
shield and ran towards the Arc Knight as Jace held
him back with a telekinetic grip for a moment, only delaying him until he
activated his Rentar and melted the Lachka tendrils holding him in place. That
delay was enough for Greg to get to him and ram him off his feet with his six
foot tall flat shield, knocking the Arc Knight to the ground in an armless
tackle and clearing the exit for the others to come down.


Jace stepped up next to Greg
and held position while Erin came down and pulled Bo’s body out of the way and
began to work on the others. Seeing that he was now outnumbered, the Arc Knight
rolled to his feet and telekinetically pulled his dropped stun sword towards
him as he ran off…but Jace was too quick and used his
own Rentar to break the grip on the Knight’s sword, causing it to drop to the
ground a meter away from him, then jerk back towards Greg as he got his own
hold on it. 


The Knight tried to disrupt that but was too slow and
the sword dropped to the ground with Jace running
forward and scooping it up in his hand before it could hit. Seeing that there
wasn’t a lot the Arc Knight could do now with a fourth trailblazer dropping
down behind him he chose to run rather than fight, for which Greg was grateful.
Getting hit or kicked by a guy wearing full armor was painful, plus the only
way they were going to disable the Knight was through psionics, for there was
no way they could hit hard enough to get through that armor.


Greg backtracked as the Knight ran off across the room
that was the size of 6 football fields and disappeared into a door that opened
for him. It shut after he went through, leaving the trailblazers in command of
the circular chamber with four of their number unconscious already.


“That was close,” Jace
commented, checking the power level on the stun sword and feeling much better
for having it. 


“So much for a finish line,” Greg scoffed as more of
the others fell down through the opening. “Good thing we took down that
Brontosaurus, otherwise we’d be down four right now.”


“Yeah, Morgan made a good call there,” Jace agreed, knowing that the generous amount of destunning serum hidden within the monstrous beast was
worth the headaches they’d had taking it down. “And I’m loving this little
baby.”


Greg glanced at the sword. “You know their armor will
have stun resistance.”


“Just means I have to hit them a lot…and what do you
mean by them?”


“You think there’s only one?”


Jace frowned. “Probably not.
I just hope the mother isn’t down here.”


Greg winced. “Don’t call him that. It’ll just piss him
off.”


“Come on, Braum. Let’s see
if there are any traps in here to set off,” Jace said
as he jogged off towards the door the Knight had escaped through.



 

Knowing that there was a trap waiting for them, Paul
and Jason had come down together and dropped out onto the floor with two short
shields blocking their backs as they were essentially hugging each other when
they landed. They got the ‘all clear’ mental signal from Oni a moment before
they came through so they didn’t spring into action, merely letting go of one
another and walking out of the drop zone as they got their bearings. 


Most of the Archons were here already, with about 10
left to come through, though it looked like four were already down. Paul knew
the destun and ambrosia carriers were coming through
last so they didn’t risk losing those precious supplies, and he was glad it was
just four of them, for they’d already used a chunk of the serum after that big
raid and trying to wake someone with psionics alone was troublesome. They
needed to flush their system of the energy rather than circumvent it and leave
them a walking zombie for the next half hour.


“Where’d he go?” Paul asked.


“Ran off through the wall,” Morgan told him as she met
up with the dynamic duo. “No gravity traps or other little surprises that we’ve
found yet. And the door won’t open from the inside.”


“Walls shielded?” Jason wondered.


“Of course.”


“What now?” he said, looking at the ceiling and
visually scanning the entire chamber as the last of the trailblazers came
through. There was nothing here, for the walls were entirely smooth without so
much as a hint of texture and pure white, emitting a low glow that lit the
area. Jason couldn’t even see any doors, guessing that they were built with the
first level transforming tech that Star Force had begun employing based on a
Voku homage. 


“At least there are no more sticks and rocks to step
on,” Morgan said as Olivia dropped out of the ceiling, bringing them back to a
full 100. Morgan gave her a telepathic heads up as to the ones that needed waking
with the destun serum just as the room exploded with
sound. 


Everyone jerked from the transition, with the music
playing so loud it immediately shot their adrenaline up, for it was a song that
many of them were familiar with.


Define your
meaning of war, to me it’s what we do when we’re bored, blared from the
speakers as Olivia took off sprinting towards the downed trailblazers, knowing
that she had to get them woken up as fast as possible.


Jason and Paul linked up in battlemeld and moved to
the outside of the trailblazer group as the others around the perimeter
scouting out the walls fell back in towards the center.


I feel the heat comin’
off of the blacktop and it makes me want it more.


Jace twirled his stun sword as he flicked the power switch
back on, stepping up alongside Sara who had a metallic bar the length of a doubleblade sword and linking up with her to form a swords
pair as Greg ran over to group up with the other 7s. 


Because I’m hyped up out of control.
If it’s a fight, I’m ready to go, played as a giant holographic clock appeared over their
heads with 20:00 gleaming in bright blue, then twelve man-sized doors opened up
around the perimeter of the room with bright white light shining out behind
black silhouettes of Arc Knights as they casually walked out together.


I wouldn’t put my money on the other
guy, if you know what I know that I know.


Then a thirteenth door opened up, revealing another silhouette of black
armor with a stun sword…except when this one stepped out into the open his
armor had no golden trim. It was full black.


It’s been a long time coming, and the
table’s turned around. ‘Cause one of us is going down. One of us is going down.


“Fuck,” Morgan said, her ponytail flicking up as she sent out a Jumat pulse
in anticipation as the clock flicked over to 19:59 and started to count down.
“He’s mine. Paul, Jason, help me!” she said as all thirteen of their heavily
armored opposition started running towards the unarmored trailblazers at the
center of the room at Archon speeds, indicating that there was no more
theatrics or holding back. They were going to beat the crap out of them if they
could.


“Don’t get cocky,” Jason warned as they joined Morgan into their personal
battlemeld, forming a trio that jogged towards the juggernaut sprinting towards
their group. Morgan took the lead and came to a halt with Paul and Jason
fanning out to either side as she summoned up a huge Jumat blast and held it
contained in front of her, waiting until he was close, then flicking it towards
him in the hopes that he wouldn’t dodge the invisible Kamehameha.


She caught him with a partial hit, for he was so fast even in armor that he
twirled to his right in a moving sidestep that got exaggerated from the blow.
He got tossed off balance but found his feet easily enough until the trio
forced him to the ground with a Lachka wall that formed over his head and
crushed down on top of him. 


That wall melted as he activated his Rentar and jumped up, closing the gap
with them and swinging his stunsword down on top of
Morgan as she staggered backward in her casual shoes, which weren’t the best
for quick movements, but Paul yanked her to the side with a Bataf conduit so
that the sword blow missed by about a foot. Vermaire pivoted and went after
Jason but another conduit pushed him clear of the next blow, then Morgan yanked
him towards her in another redirect that left the Black Knight whiffing with
each hit.


There was no way they were going to take down the thirteen of them in
armor, and the countdown clock made it clear that their objective was to
survive until completion…with the Knights doing their best to take out as many
of them as possible and needing only a single hit with a stun sword or gauntlet
to disable them enough to make a quick takedown, even if that blow fell on a
finger or toe.


Vermaire knew this too, so as soon as he saw that this trio was merely
diverting him he made another lunge at Paul as a feint and sprinted through it,
crossing the next twenty meters and coming up on Greg from behind. Rex saw him
coming and threw a Lachka wall at him, which barely slowed him before melting
into nonexistence. Greg was dodging an Arc Knight’s sword at the time and only
had time to accept a Bataf link from another nearby Archon that tried to pull
him away from the Black Knight in time, but failed.


That big stun sword came down on top of Greg’s shield, bathing it in stun
that numbed his arm a bit with the bleed through, but the physical power behind
it knocked the Archon to the ground and a swift boot kick tore the shield from
Greg’s grip. He tried to pull himself free with another Bataf from Rex, but
Vermaire brought a fist down to the ground in an overhead punch that caught him
in the foot as he slid away, numbing his entire lower body.


The next thing Greg knew his momentum stopped as his midsection crumpled in
a telekinetic grip that held him in place just a split second, which was more
than enough for Vermaire to dash forward and smack his sword tip across Greg’s
head, knocking him out instantly.
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The Black Knight turned and went after Nik as a
slew of Lachka fields wrapped him up, but aside from a slight hesitation they
didn’t stop him, for he melted through them all and closed on the Archon
rapidly, jumping up and coming down with an overhead strike as an Arc Knight
stopped Nik with his own Lachka grip onto the
Archon’s ankles. 


Nik tripped up and turned it into a somersault to keep his
momentum, then the Black Knight’s sword came down on his back and he was out,
but just as the sword blow fell Paul came flying into the back of the Black
Knight’s legs as Morgan and Jason mutually hurled him towards their target.
Vermaire went down and Paul scurried away, sending a Saven
flash into his mind to temporarily overload his Ikrid and hopefully distract
him. He could still see with Pefbar, but the locations of all minds around him
would be momentarily lost during the sensory overload.


That and a Bataf yank from Jason got him clear as the Black Knight snapped
around on him with a kick/punch combo just before Morgan got up to him and did
a full Kamehameha into his chest. That was something he couldn’t block with
Rentar and Vermaire went flying through the air as a pair of Arc Knights came
to his aid and went after Morgan…which was a mistake.


She balled up pools of Jumat on her arms and ducked under the first sword slash,
dipping down to the floor then jumping horizontal in a Yetu flash to land her
left palm into the Knight’s abdomen. He went flying off to the left as Morgan
rolled under the other Knight’s sword and quickly reversed her momentum, soon
to do the same thing to him.


Jason and Paul knew they had to stay on the Black Knight at all times or
he’d wreck them all, so they’d followed him through his tumble and added to it
with a few Lachka pushes midair before Bataf yanking Morgan back towards them
like a slingshot. With the help of Mark coming in behind the Black Knight as he
was standing up and hitting him with as strong of a Fornax blast as he could,
Vermaire stuttered ever so slightly, which was just enough of an opening as
they needed.


Both of them yanked on his sword telekinetically, freeing it from his hand
an inch before he grabbed it again…just as Morgan slammed into him as she put a
shoulder into his chest and released another Jumat blast from her own torso. 


Mark ducked down and turned himself into a log, catching the Black Knight’s
legs as he flew backwards and using the man’s momentum to flip him head over
heels with Morgan eventually ending up on top of Mark. He telekinetically pushed
her up to her feet so she could keep hammering on Vermaire, but as soon as she
was off him and moving forward an Arc Knight came in and jabbed Mark while he
was still on the ground, cleaning up the bodies that Vermaire was dropping and
taking another Archon out of the equation.


Paul and Jason ripped the sword out of his hand as Morgan hit him, momentarily
disabling his Rentar. Paul let Jason have it, with the Archon immediately
taking off towards the Arc Knight that had downed Mark. They went through a
slew of blows and counterblows, but the Knight was no match for Jason’s skill
with a sword and he slipped a blow in on the man’s upper left hip. The stun
soaked into the armor and did little to slow the giant, but every little bit
made him slower and slower with the small hits adding up and allowing Jason to
make bigger and bigger ones as the other trailblazers covered for him.


It didn’t take long before the Arc Knight went down and Jason
telekinetically kicked the sword out of his hand and into Megan’s as he
delivered one more stun blast into the man’s helmet before running off towards
another Arc Knight…but only a few seconds later this one stirred, his head
clearing as the armor soaked the lingering stun energy up, but he wisely stayed
on the ground until he was ready to fight again. Waiting for the proper moment,
he let one of the Archons get close to him, running away from Vermaire, then he
jumped up and tackled Andy around the left leg, stunning him with his armored
glove and taking him to the ground as Vermaire finished him off with a punch to
the chest.


Then Morgan was on him again, knocking the Black Knight 10 meters away
where he rolled onto a knee and got back up again, not even trying to engage
the top Archon and going for the weaker ones instead as the Arc Knights made
plays to set him up with kills. It was clear to Paul and Jason what they were doing
and it was working, with 8 of the trailblazers already unconscious. 


But they had his sword, and two of the others, with the dynamic duo
deciding that’s where they needed to focus their efforts as others helped
Morgan. With Jason taking the lead the pair headed towards the nearest Arc
Knight with a sword and Jason engaged him while Paul used his psionics to
disable or disrupt him enough that Jason didn’t need more than 10 seconds to
take him down…then Paul got his own sword.


Both of them got a prompt from Kai, then after linking him into their
battlemeld he pulled both of them across the room as if they were on skis and
up behind two other Arc Knights that were chasing down a group of 5s. Paul took
the one on the left and Jason the one on the right, with Tyr throwing the
metallic ball he’d brought with him into the back of Jason’s, knocking him
forward and into the sword tip of his opponent. A few more quick disarming
slashes and the trailblazer was able to kick his sword loose, then proceeded to
stun him up enough that he eventually went down.


Tyr let the basketball-sized metallic lump of junk bounce off the Knight
then telekinetically picked it up and threw it towards the other one, but he
saw it coming in time to evade both the ball and Paul’s blade. Tyr stopped it
midair once past the Knight and redirected it back towards him, catching him in
the right leg and knocking him off balance…which was all Paul needed to disarm
him as well.


Then the lucky bastard telekinetically grabbed Paul’s leg and yanked him
towards him, getting a feather’s brush of his armored fingertip on the
trailblazer’s leg. 


Paul jabbed the sword down into him multiple times as he fell, his leg
completely missing from his mind’s eye and his head more than a little wobbly.
Someone else yanked him away from the Knight and he gave up his sword to Kerrie
as she swooped in beside him and finished off the Knight, albeit temporarily. 


A prompt from Olivia ended up with her dragged Paul across the room and
over to her, where she administered the destunning
serum a moment before Vermaire got over to them, intent on not letting them
undo the damage inflicted. Morgan reacted instantly, letting others fling her
like a weapon through the air towards him before he could get to Paul…but
that’s just what he wanted. Expecting the attack he turned into it, head down
so that Morgan flew over his head. She battered him into the floor with her
Jumat as she did so, but he got a hand on her and she rolled uncontrollably
when she landed on the ground, now unconscious.


“Damn,” Paul said as his leg returned to working order, then he saw the Arc
Knights all coming towards him and he realized it was Olivia they were after.
“Run!”


Kerrie stepped in front of Paul and flicked him his sword back while
linking with him, then they both grabbed and threw one of the Arc Knights so
fast that he didn’t have a chance to break the Lachka hold. After that she was
off elsewhere and Paul was exchanging blows with another Arc Knight, parrying
each and knowing he could own one of them if he just had a few seconds to work
with, but Vermaire was headed directly for Olivia and two Arc Knights were now
standing guard over Morgan’s body so that no one could wake her up.


Then Rio pulled an insane backdoor move, sneaking up on them using Kgat
until he was so close that he Yetu jumped the last few meters in between both
of them, stepping on Morgan’s bare abdomen in the process but knowing she
wouldn’t care afterwards. With only a moment to use before they twisted around
and took him out, he surged his Lachka as quick and as forceful as possible,
forming two ‘crash bags’ and expanding them off of each of his hands as he
touched the armor on both Knights.


The result from Brad’s perspective was a sneak jump in on top of Morgan
with Rio blowing both of them off and away from her, then pushing her body even
further away. Brad grabbed it with a Lachka hold and dragged her over to him
where he got hold of her wrist and picked her up, running her across the room
to a safer area where the ‘hot potato’ of the destunning
serum was eventually going to end up as the Archons passed it from person to
person after Olivia chucked it away just prior to going down.


Rio took three sprinting steps away from the Knights as others with swords
came in to counter them then he froze, not because of anyone doing something to
him, but because of what was happening inside him. It took him a moment of
hesitation to be sure, then he was suddenly knocked to the side by Scott as
another Arc Knight lunged for him with his stun gauntlets.


“What’s wrong?” Scott asked, grabbing him by the shoulder and pulling him
away as others intervened seeing that Rio wasn’t fighting anymore.


“Ascension trigger,” Rio said, fighting a huge surge of instability that
made him trip once and Scott had to catch him again.


It took all of a tenth of a second for Scott to realize what was happening,
for all of the trailblazers had shared all of the known triggers, meaning that
whatever Rio was getting was going to be a new ability and they couldn’t
squander that, so he pulled him into a telekinetic hold just above the ground
and moved him like an anti-grav cargo crate away from
the center of the room. 


Seeing an opportunity to down a weakened opponent, an Arc Knight shot after
them at full sprint with Scott putting out a mental ‘help’ call to all the
Archons along with a priority marker on Rio. Within 3 seconds four bodies flew
across the room to hit the Arc Knight. He stunned one of them, but the others
knocked him down and away from Rio, trusting in Scott’s judgement even though
they didn’t know what was going on just yet, though that would change shortly
as he transmitted to everyone in the room what was happening.


The Black Knight stopped instantly, raising an arm and calling off the Arc
Knights. The trailblazers stopped when he did, then Vermaire ran over to Rio,
pulling off his helmet mid sprint. Scott stepped aside as Rio was kneeling on
the ground trying to focus on the instability, letting Vermaire get to him. The
giant pulled the tiny biomonitor off his own forehead
and put it on Rio, then stepped back and watched. 


“I could use some help,” Rio asked. “This is worse than I’ve ever had.”


“I’ve got you buddy,” Scott said, grabbing his wrist and linking to him
mentally and feeling the huge storm surging throughout his entire body, meaning
this was going to be tissue growth in more than just his brain and those were
always the nastiest ascensions to go through. He gave Rio a firm point to
center himself on and he felt Rio latch onto it desperately. He needed to let
this go and try again the next time it manifested, but there was no way the
trailblazer was going to let a brand new trigger get away, for there was no way
to know when or if it would come again.


“Hang on to it,” Kerrie pressed, with Scott transmitting to all of them so
they knew what was happening internally. “3 red.”


“Oh this is going to hurt,” Rio said as it bumped up to 4 red and he laid
himself down flat on the floor in anticipation. 18 seconds later it went to 4
flashing red and the pain of tissue growth suddenly exploded inside of him.


He yelled, both mentally and verbally, suffering through an insanely
painful 8 seconds before he went limp and nearly passed out.


“You got it,” Scott said, trying to numb up some of the residual pain for
him as well as clear the whirlwind from his mind. “Easy now,” he said, looking
up at the others. “He is cooked head to toe.”


“Worth,” Vermaire said, pointing to the wall that opened up with a doorway.
“Challenge over. We’ll call it a draw, but it looks like we all just won a new
ability.”


“Well said,” Jason agreed as Scott picked up and carried Rio towards the
exit, then he looked up at Vermaire’s helmetless
head. “So whose brilliant idea was all of this?”


“You needed a real challenge. It was Wilson’s plan, though I made a few
suggestions.”


“I’ll bet you did,” Morgan said, walking up behind them with a slight limp
after getting destunned and still having a few pins
and needles working through her right leg. 


Vermaire raised an eyebrow and looked at her standing there in her
underwear, as were several of the others. “For what it’s worth, he never
expected you to be able to get through the swarms on your own. That was
supposed to be something all of you had to work together to defeat, which was
why he amped it up so much.”


“You saw?”


Vermaire nodded. “I didn’t think you could sustain the effort that long.”


“Was this the end of the challenge, or did we have something more to do?”


The Black Knight looked up at the clock that had 1:32 remaining. “This was
to be your finish line, though you weren’t going to get there. I had you down.
The rest were just a matter of time.”


Paul mock coughed. 


“We’ll agree to disagree on that one,” Jason added, sharing the same
sentiment. “Are there any more surprises awaiting us?


“The scheduled Trials, but nothing like this,” Vermaire said, putting his
helmet back on and walking towards the exit along with the rest of the Arc
Knights. “Though Wilson has some worthwhile tests for your Clans that you won’t
easily pass.”


Morgan walked up behind Jason and put a hand on his shoulder so he wouldn’t
follow the others out. “What happened to Rio?”


“Not sure, but it was a full body ascension.”


“Think he got Jumat?”


“We can only hope. If not, it’s something totally new.”


Morgan switched to telepathy so no one else could eavesdrop. That aside, we are going to get even with
Wilson for this one, right?


Jason smiled. Oh, we’ll think of
something over the next few days. I can promise you that.



 

Rio lay on a flat bed in the med bay with a host
of equipment around him scanning his new tissue that, from his perspective, was
so on fire that he had no idea what it did. He was in total body pain, but it
was easing ever so slightly and from past experience he knew he just had to
weather it for a while until it dissipated. He was in no condition to fight,
let alone train, but was more than thrilled to have gotten a new ability,
though the grimace on his face attested otherwise.


“We have a match,” the medtech said to Scott and the other six Archons in
the room with them, then swung the monitor over to show him. The tissue growths
were not Jumat, as many had suspected, but were an enlargement of his Lachka
tissue in his brain and duplicate particles across his entire body. There was
only one psionic that had that structure, so it was an easy diagnosis to make.


“Tier 3,” Scott told Rio.


“Jumat?”


“No. You got Ubven.”


Rio laughed, which shot a super jolt of pain through every part of his
body. “Damn. And I always hated Amumu.”


“You’re our mummy now,” Scott said with a smile, realizing what the
lingering Lachka field drop ability was going to mean for hand to hand
engagements, especially large numbered affairs like they’d just been in. “And
you’re going to absolutely wreck team fights.”



 

iTunes: "You're Going Down"
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