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May 28, 2406
Solar System
Earth
  
Jason sat cross-legged inside a white spherical pod, patiently waiting while the Star Force medical staff scanned him using their most advanced sensors. He neither heard nor saw anything other than the calm interior of the pod, but the equipment was bombarding him with numerous types of energy, probing straight through his clothes and flesh and detailing his body in intricate design as the machine worked to compile a composite digital clone for the medtechs to research. 
While the pod was calm and tranquil, with his body reflecting the same, the trailblazer’s mind was not. It was a low level storm, constantly raging that he had to maintain control over constantly. The pressure exerted on him, and by him in return, kept his mind in a semi-numb state that left him partially vulnerable to his surrounding environment, given that his situational awareness wasn’t at its normally high level.
That said, his ‘spherical vision’ helped to compensate for the disadvantage, allowing him to see in all directions around him even with his eyes closed. At the moment they were, but he hadn’t turned on the ability, which he’d subsequently learned how to control and the more times he used it the easier it became to switch it on and off. Despite the pain, he’d been diligently working to improve the ability, learning to focus it where he wanted for greater range and detail, almost as if it were a radar beam. 
“That’s good, Jason,” a medtech’s voice echoed through the small pod from a hidden speaker. “Begin phase 2 please.”
Without answering Jason sucked in a deep breath and slowly released it. As he did he flipped on his spherical vision and the interior curve of the chamber manifested itself beyond his closed eyelids. It stretched all around him, down to the flat floor beneath, while ignoring his clothes by means of a minimum distance function of his mind. If an object had reached out to poke him in the arm, it would have disappeared in mind’s eye a couple of inches away from contact while he was in this ‘viewing’ mode.
No such objects were present though. He was alone in the chamber with only himself and his clothes. Even all sounds from the exterior were being blocked, so as not to affect the subject undergoing the scans. Jason ‘looked’ at the inside of the pod, seeing nothing but the tactile-like sensation of its inner surface for several minutes, then the medtech’s voice came on again.
“Begin phase 3 please.”
With a bit of increased pain, Jason forced his spherical vision to switch from ‘viewing’ mode to ‘proximity’ mode. The walls of the pod disappeared and the perimeter of his body seemed to glow, with his clothes being registered in his mind as foreign objects, especially his shoes that appeared like heavy boulders around his feet. He could feel his eyelashes, the small hairs on his body, and the thicker ones on his head bristling like a blonde porcupine, though he could see no color. Everything felt black and white and grainy, though in proximity mode the grains decreased in size, offering enhanced accuracy. 
Jason had been on Earth for nearly a week, and one of the first tests the medtechs had run after thoroughly debriefing him was to test his level of sensory sensitivity. While in proximity mode they’d touched various parts of his body with tiny objects, similar in size and pressure to ants and flies. With a signal button he was supposed to register exactly when contact was made, and for control purposes they’d run the test with his spherical vision turned off, though they had to take his word for it at first. 
The control tests had been in three stages. The first stage was neutral, just having him come in and be politely prodded with his eyes closed. Second stage was for him to go through a sensory cleansing meditation and dial his senses up as much as he could. It was something Jason was familiar with, much akin to noises sounding louder when they broke into a quiet setting, while noises sounded fainter after, say, coming out of a very loud concert. The body adjusted its ‘normal’ based on what was going on around it, so as to keep as accurate as possible without overloading. 
Stage three had been going the opposite way. He’d gone through a short but intense workout in the pyramid with some of the other Archons then come straight to the testing area, where they repeated the same level of touch tests. As expected, there was a variance…and from the data gathered they’d constructed a baseline for his tactile sensitivity, which differed depending on which part of his body they touched, with the areas that saw the most contact, such as the pads of his feet, being the most unresponsive, given the amount of stimuli they processed on a daily basis…not to mention the thin callouses he’d developed from so much kicking and running.
With that biological map in place they’d repeated the tests with him using his spherical sense in proximity mode…and found an insanely sharp increase to his tactile sense. Even the post-workout mode was sharper than the meditative calm had been. How he’d been enhancing his tactile sense had been a mystery for the other Archons who’d arrived at the training summit before him, but eventually one of the medtechs had stumbled onto an erroneous data packet that led one of the engineers on station to deduce the presence of an energy field.
With that avenue of thought now before them, Star Force had hastily brought in energy sensors and confirmed small amounts from the four Archons showing tidbits of the spherical vision…enough to convince them to design and build a much more complicated and powerful sensor, which Jason was now sitting in.
The trailblazer was unlike any of the others, given that his abilities were so much more advanced, so this test would hopefully give the medtechs plenty of data to chew on while the Archons went about the discovery process in their own training-inspired way. 
“Excellent. Phase 4 please.”
Jason shut down his proximity mode and instead pushed out his spherical vision around him, going beyond the boundaries of the pod and ‘seeing’ through the walls a few feet…which was all the further his range would go at the moment. As prompted, he compressed his spherical vision down to a narrow come and pressed it out forward, allowing him to see two of the medtechs outside near a terminal. 
He moved his ‘spotlight’ around, all the while sitting motionless inside the pod. Jason counted 9 people in the room in total, with another four in the one below and at least 8 in the room above, though it was so busy with feet walking in and out that he couldn’t be sure how many there actually were. His vision wouldn’t extend throughout the room, nor even far enough to touch the ceiling, but he could see several sets of legs up to the knees, but he couldn’t focus close enough to see through their clothes as he could with the medtechs nearby. 
It was strange, given that he could adjust what he was seeing. One moment the walls of the pod were opaque, then with a mental twist he could see the components inside, layer by layer if he wanted, so long as the material didn’t get too dense. Like Superman, the heavier elements blocked his vision, or rather some of them did and didn’t. Which ones were a continuing subject of interest for the medtechs and engineers who were continuing to try and examine the energy fields he was producing in order to ‘see’ in this fashion.
Those energy fields were part of what they were measuring now in the pod, along with his body’s reactions, trying to determine how and where he was producing them. This wasn’t the first time they’d put him in the pod, and each time they did they gathered enough data to have the engineers reconfigure the device in a new way, as if they were tuning it to settings they were just now discovering, making this whole exercise a massive beta test. 
“Thank you. Rest a moment.”
Jason did as prompted and released the vision, causing another blip of pain in the transition, though the power drain in his head diminished. It didn’t pull much, but there was definitely an energy expenditure of some sort pulling from an inner reserve that seemed to refill gradually. In the past his head had been so chewed up that he’d had a hard time analyzing it, and though the pain wasn’t gone he’d been able to define several things about his abilities, first of which was that his ‘reserves’ were actually three different pools of energy, one of which fed the spherical vision.
“Begin phase 5.”
Jason opened his eyes and looked down at the small marble he held cradled in a fold of the material of his pants where his legs crossed. He’d placed it there half an hour ago rather than hold it in his hand or place it on the floor. It’d been invisible during all but his proximity mode, but now that he looked at it both his proximity mode and viewing mode activated, piggybacking onto his vision in an odd way that he hadn’t quite been able to pin down yet. 
The senses pulled from what he thought of as the secondary pool of energy, while he painfully released the floodgates on the primary and fed power down a line of connection and into the marble, gripping it in a different type of energy field and lifting it up into the air in front of him, where he held it aloft as the sensors scanned both him and the fields he was producing. 
Meanwhile the tertiary pool of energy lingered in his mind. At first he hadn’t been sure it was even there, for he never could seem to make it do anything, but given enough experience poking around his own head he’d confirmed that there was in fact another reserve there, smaller in size, but that was probably because he hadn’t used it for anything, and if/when he did it would probably grow larger like the others had with training. 
Holding the marble aloft took a good deal of concentration, but his primary pool of energy had grown to the point where the ‘physical’ aspect of lifting the lightweight object wasn’t an issue. At present he’d have trouble budging his shoe, even without his foot in it, but a marble was definitely within his ability to manipulate and given the size of this one, which he carried with him most of the time for practice sake, he could maintain the mid-air suspension for a little over 5 minutes.
His record with the white orb was 5:39, but this test wouldn’t last more than a minute, for the medtechs didn’t want his energy depleted. 
True to their word, the voice came back again 32 seconds later.
“Begin phase 6.”
Jason closed his eyes and concentrated, feeling his ‘grip’ on the marble slip as his vision went away. Relying now only on his spherical sight for coordination, he kept the marble aloft then pulled it to the left and set it into a slow orbit around his body…which was very difficult to maneuver. Fortunately it was something that Jason practiced regularly, otherwise he’d only have been able to manage straight lines.
“Thank you. Rest now,” the medtech said after five full rotations.
Jason guided the marble back down to the niche where his legs crossed and set it into the fold of cloth where it had originally been, then bit his teeth against the pain as he released the object. His head constantly hurt, but it always hurt more when he was changing something. 
The side of the pod cracked open and the two halves of the dome split, peeling apart and turning the floor he was sitting on into a round table with the various medtechs standing around. Some of which had thoroughly startled expressions.
“What?” Jason asked, sliding off the table and pocketing the marble.
“Have a look,” the lead medtech said, motioning him towards a console. 
He walked over and glanced at a detailed image of his sitting form, only without visuals. Instead it was a mass of data signatures, including auras surrounding his body. “Energy fields?”
The medtech nodded. “And we finally have data on them. Yours are far more advanced than the others, though that’s probably due to the crudity of our equipment. You’re putting out larger fields, hence there’s more for us to gleam an understanding from.”
“Hey,” one of the engineers said, mock offended. “Ingrate.”
The lead medtech smiled ironically, but let the comment pass. “This is phase 2. Note how the field fills the entire chamber, and probably beyond. Now compare with stage 6,” he said as another medtech adjusted the scans for them. 
Jason squinted, trying to make out what he was seeing. There was a compressed line running from his head to the marble as it spun around, but the intersection between the line and the widespread energy field was…funky.
“What am I seeing?”
“I don’t know,” the medtech answered honestly. “But it’s significant.”
“Well I do,” the engineer said, pointing a finger at the display. “At least I have a theory. The thin line is your lifting mechanism. Think of it like a tractor beam. Where the beam connects with the object there are secondary lines flowing back to source. Input and output.”
“Flowing back through the other energy field?” Jason asked.
“You’ve said that’s how you ‘see’ things. One field causes a change, the other senses the change. Look here,” the engineer continued, pointing at Jason’s feet in the image. “There are very faint lines of activity. My guess is because the field has something to ‘report’ back, whereas the rest of the area is open air up to the wall. Less stimuli there, so the field is less active? Just thinking out loud.”
“I get what you’re saying,” Jason said, studying the display. “But tractor beam doesn’t fit. I can move an object on the other side of a blocking one. It’s like the field can penetrate matter, then condense at any point it wants to form a physical hold.”
“Perhaps the line is your power conduit,” the medtech suggested, running a finger on the console from head to marble. “As you send energy down it fluctuates and gives the sensors something to ping off of.”
“Perhaps, but the field is larger than is showing. It feels like a shadow I can throw over an object like a blanket, and once on top I can use precision control, but the blanket throwing is almost random. I can nudge it one way or another, but it’s pretty much all around me and that’s not showing here,” he said, tapping the screen.
“Probably the sensitivity of the sensors,” the engineer grumbled. “We didn’t have much time to build them, so they’re still a bit on the crude side.”
“Do you have enough data to work with for now…both of you?”
“Yes,” the medtech said, while the engineer simply nodded.
“See what you can make of it,” Jason said, placing a hand on the engineer’s shoulder as he walked by and out of the room. He continued down a few hallways before finding a short stairwell and heading down to ground floor…where he walked out of the building and onto the enormous command deck within the V’kit’no’sat pyramid. 
He grabbed one of two dozen tech-grade mongooses parked outside the Star Force-constructed building and tore off down the ‘road’ between the other out of place structures dotting what had once been dinosaur central. Their large lounging pads where now surrounded by a sea of buildings, none of which really even began to put a dent in the massive amount of floor space available. 
Jason followed the chaotic traffic patterns via painted lines on the deck that swerved in and out around buildings and pads, changing routes twice before he came to a newly constructed building, larger than all the others but still painfully short compared to the height of the chamber. The Archon locked up the brakes and skidded the low-powered mongoose to a halt in its parking place, turning off the whisper-quiet engine and heading inside the most recent addition to the training sanctum.
What had originally been four buildings was now five, with this one larger than the other four combined, given that Davis anticipated many more Archons coming to the pyramid over time as they developed these peculiar mental abilities. The original sanctum had been built small, given that they only needed it for the handful of Archons on site, which was usually one or two doing some basic research through the database or helping the techs by working the hidden interfaces. 
On occasion there’d be a group of Archons that would come down to use the holographic training programs, but in general there were few on site at any given time and the facilities could really only handle about 20. Thus Davis had ordered an upgrade.
The building Jason entered was a tall spire with a wide base three stories thick. The highest peak reached only halfway up to the ceiling, but looked down on all the other buildings with ease. The trailblazer headed over to one of the multi-purpose rooms they’d designated as Cerebro 1 and tagged the door switch on the wall. When the halves parted he walked into a control booth, on the other side of which was a pitch black room, visible only through technological means on a wall-spanning artificial window.
Jason sat down in one of the seats, watching the individual inside walk slowly through a maze of small objects. 
“Have fun?” Aaron-010 asked, his eyes not turning away from the screen as he was telepathically guiding the other Archon through the darkened obstacles.
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“They confirmed the presence of energy fields,” Jason answered.
“Well, at least now we know it’s not magic,” Aaron quipped, still focusing ahead…then cringing as Zack-887 walked face first into a soft pylon. 
“Nice one,” the Saber said, feeling the dark object with his right hand while he rubbed his smooshed nose with his left.
Jason glanced at Aaron, seeing his forehead knit up as he concentrated. The conversation capability of the control room was one-way only, allowing Zack to talk to Aaron, but not the reverse…forcing the trailblazer to use his infantile telepathy.
Zack received another mental message, then stepped left and smacked into a knee-high object that tripped him up and had him half fall on top of it, catching himself on his knee.
“Let’s go back to binary, please,” Zack said as he stood up and oriented himself straight towards the object, then pointed to his right for a moment, receiving a ‘no’ command from Aaron, so he pointed a thumb back over his shoulder behind him, whereupon he received a ‘yes.’ Neither command was a word, for Aaron didn’t have the skill for that yet. Each thought was something unique, almost like a sound, with the ‘high pitched’ version being used as a ‘yes’ while the ‘low pitched’ version was being used as a ‘no.’ 
Zack spun around, doing his best to manage a 180 to keep with a grid pattern. He took a step forward and stopped, pointing forward. Another ‘yes’ command formed in his mind like a lingering ping and he took another step.
Jason heard the mental commands as well, as could anyone within a limited radius around Aaron. He’d learned how to transmit openly, rather than point to point. Some of the other Archons that had come in were able to spot other minds, and in this same room they practiced identifying where they were on a grid, much like a chess board. When one person would move from point to point the Archon would sense where their mind was and adjust the board, all the while not being able to see or hear them.
From that ability it was quickly assumed that if an Archon could do both then they might be able to send private messages to one individual rather than blasting it out for all to hear, but so far no one had progressed far enough to try, given that they either had the ‘tracking’ ability or the ‘transmitting’ ability, with Aaron being the most advanced in the transmitting department.
They’d experimented with range outside of the cerebro building, and at his best Aaron had managed 345 meters, though he’d had to practically shout with his mind, which had been taxing, similar, Jason expected, to lifting an object smaller than a marble. He guessed as each of them advanced their power levels would increase, but right now that’s not what Aaron was working on.
“Slow going?”
“My ‘vocabulary’ sucks,” Aaron said as Jason sensed him give Zack another ‘yes’ command when he pointed to his left. “I can handle binary because it’s measured from one extreme to another, but can you notice the variation?”
“Your yesses aren’t all the same.”
“And that’s the problem,” the trailblazer said, sending another ‘yes’ as Zack pivoted and took a step forward, even before he’d pointed ahead.  “We’ve been trying four points…left, right, forward, and back…but I keep slurring the thoughts and he has to guess. It’s like I’m a baby just learning how to speak and all I can do right now is make random sounds.”
“Any sensing ability peeking through?”
“No, and I’d hoped that I might be able to pick up a bit of reflection from my own transmissions but I haven’t got nil.”
“When you’ve got time they’re going to want to stick you in the machine.”
“I’ll head down in an hour or so. I want to get him to the end of the maze first. The more practice I get the better.”
Jason clapped him on the shoulder then headed out the door, leaving him to work without having to talk. As he left he heard another ‘no’ from him, followed by a ‘yes’ in the hallway that was fainter. He caught one more ‘no’ before finally walking out of Aaron’s transmitting range, then as he moved over to another part of the sanctum his head started to hurt worse. 
His vision blinked out for a moment, then he steadied himself against the wall as he forced his mind to function…then the strain released and he was back to his normal pain-racked self. 
Jason shook his head clear then entered a door a few steps down, finding a pair of Archons in the adjacent room. This one was a normal sparring chamber, circular in design, with Kian-093 sitting in the center while Ellie-579 worked her way around the perimeter doing a series of gymnastics exercises ranging from flips to balance bends, all of which required a significant amount of mental control and coordination.
“Your range is getting better,” Jason commented, with Ellie ceasing her circuit at the sound of his voice. She pulled up, her chin-length blue hair flopping down over her ears as she completed an inversion. 
“You felt that?” Kian asked.
“Just now,” Jason confirmed. “Unless someone else was nearby.”
“No, that was me,” the trailblazer said with a bemused look on his face. “I just didn’t think my range had progressed that far. I’m surprised you could tell the difference with how screwed up your head is already.”
“How’s Barbie doing?” Jason asked, referring to Ellie who frowned at the reference. 
Kian’s face clenched up and Jason felt another upgrade to his headache that made his balance wobbly, but he managed to stay on his feet. Ellie, however, looked like she was suddenly standing on ice and slipped, falling back onto her butt just before Kian released his disruption field. 
“Still getting caught off guard, I’m afraid,” he said, standing up. “I’m surprised you didn’t go down too.”
“Like you said, already got a lot of stuff rattling around in here, so I have to stay on guard.”
“That was cheap,” Ellie complained, getting back up to her feet. 
Kian snickered, but offered no further explanation. 
“You any better at resisting?” Jason asked her.
“Yes,” the Sangheili said, “but it’s not so much about resisting as it is pushing back. It feels like firing a squirt gun only to have the wind scatter the squirt into droplets. Up the pressure and flow and you can still maintain decent firepower. I haven’t found a way to fight back against what he’s doing, just manage it better. Is your headache really blocking it?”
“My mental pressure flow is sky high already,” Jason told her, “but I almost fell over too. Any twinges from you?”
“Not yet. Still just spherical sight.”
“I want to know the moment it happens. There are some drills I want you to work through so you can hopefully avoid the fragmentation I’ve got.”
“Cheery thought…but as far as keeping you notified of any changes, I’ll add now that I’m also starting to show some tracking ability. Minute levels, only about 3 meters in range, but that puts me on the doubles list now.”
“You and three others?”
“Five total,” Kian corrected. “Tyr came in this morning. He’s got tracking and transmission at minimal levels.”
“Six of us now,” Jason commented, referring to the number of trailblazers. “I get the feeling that eventually we’re all going to end up here.”
“You had your test yet?”
“Just. The techs have got some data to work with now, but they’re going to want to run everyone through the machine.”
“Learn anything?”
“Energy fields and lots of new questions.”
Kian rolled his eyes. “Well, we knew they were energy fields. Anything useful?”
“Not particularly. You figured anything out recently?”
“Starting to,” Kian said. “I’d give you a demonstration but your head hurts enough, I’d imagine. Sorry about the accidental one, by the way. The disruption field can be modified to affect the target in different ways. I haven’t mastered control over it yet, so it’s pretty much accidental when it happens.”
“What ways?”
“Well…ask her. I haven’t actually been on the receiving end yet.”
“The usual is staticy interference, like your nervous system has been disrupted with bit errors. But twice now he’s done something different with it and the static wasn’t there, but it required a lot more mental effort to move.”
Jason glanced at Kian. “Slow?”
The other trailblazer’s jaw dropped. “I totally missed that connection.”
“It didn’t slow me down,” Ellie differed. “My movements were the same speed, it was the mental processing that was…well, ok, that was slowed. Call it slow reflexes, but movement was unaffected.”
“Not like that,” Kian said, shaking his head.
“Have you ever played Final Fantasy?” Jason asked.
Ellie shook her head. “No.”
“That’s why you don’t get it. ‘Slow’ is an effect that you put on an opponent allowing them to get, say, three punches in a given span of time as opposed to four.”
“I’ll have to check that game out…because that’s pretty much what it felt like. Of course I didn’t have long to work through it. He only managed a few seconds each time.”
“Start with Final Fantasy 7,” Kian suggested.
Ellie frowned. “Why not at the beginning?”
“Just trust us on this one,” Jason agreed. “Any other variations?”
“He did something once that felt like a sharp pain inside my head. I don’t know if I shook it loose or he just couldn’t maintain it, but as soon as it started it stopped.”
“Do you have any variations on your end?” he asked Kian.
“I’d say a weak yes on that. Every time I produce the field it feels a little different. Kind of like trying to hold onto something slippery. You never know which way your hand will go when you squeeze.”
“That makes no sense to me,” Ellie said, looking at Jason for confirmation.
“Not much here either, but I understand the lack of control. I assume no one else has joined the disruption group for you to share notes with?”
Kian spread his arms wide. “Just me and me right now.”
Jason sighed and did a fair impression of McKayla Maroney’s ‘not impressed’ face. “You know where Tyr’s at?”
“Cerebro 1, I imagine.”
Jason shook his head. “Aaron’s there.”
“I think he headed up to the holograms,” Ellie offered. 
“That’s not mutant training,” Kian scoffed.
The Sangheili shrugged. “Maybe he’s low on power. I heard he tested with almost nonexistent readings.”
“Actually, there’s something I want to check out there anyway,” Jason said.
“Try and see if you can force throw a hologram?” Kian asked, half serious.
Jason frowned hard. “Not unless it’s a holographic marble. I want to see how it looks with spherical sight.”
Kian’s eyes widened just a touch. “Good call.”
“Carry on,” Jason prompted as he walked out. “And you might want to find a bigger room so you don’t keep tripping up people in the hallway.”
Kian smiled deviously. “Now where would the fun be in that?”
Jason glanced back and mock slapped him through the air…with his cheek denting slightly as he added a telekinetic nudge to the gesture.
As he turned into the hall he got a dizzying burst of static in return, making him stumble just a bit but he brushed it off and moved on, heading back to the mongooses parked outside. He grabbed one, noting the one he’d ridden in on was already gone, and drove across the command deck until he got to the dino-ramp that was made up of differently shaped stairs. In the past they’d had to hoof it up and down, but Star Force had built its own ramp over top along both sides and Jason drove his upwards on the right, riding the accelerator heavily to overcome the steep grade.
He drove up several levels before getting off at the entrance to the Zen’zat levels. From there the hallways were too small to accommodate mongoose traffic without running over people, though the hallways were sufficiently wide to accommodate a single vehicle if necessary. They weren’t the smallest hallways in the pyramid, for Ari’tat were half as tall and their habitat section was constructed accordingly, but they did function as the cap to the ginormous structure, preventing most of the other V’kit’no’sat races from physically entering the tiny bipeds’ domain.
Rit’ko’sor still could, which was why the Zen’zat hadn’t been able to hide out during the rebellion and maintain control over the pyramid, but Jason never understood how they’d managed to get the Ari’tat out, for it would have required them to crawl in. Then again, maybe they simply had…or used some sort of weapon to ferret them out. 
Jason worked his way through the Zen’zat levels until he came to the sealed section…which had been purposefully left open to allow non-Archons through. He could clearly see the hidden markings around the door that the others couldn’t, and wondered if they would also open up to Rit’ko’sor or just Zen’zat. 
Yet one more question in a long list that was attached to the pyramid. They’d had it in their possession for nearly 400 years and there was still more mystery to it than answers.
Jason headed through the open doors and worked his way to the holographic training chamber and did indeed find Tyr inside sparring with a much taller opponent. He wore a black body suit with emerald trimmings that stood out in stark contrast with Tyr’s white with green stripe Archon uniform. The two were exchanging blows, with the Zen’zat hologram using a rotational fighting style that they seemed to favor. Whether moving forward a step or back, the man’s large torso would twist around in a full circle, swinging arms or legs with it to keep Tyr at bay or to inflict damage.
Jason stayed out of holographic range, standing a step outside the doorway as he extended his spherical sight out in a wide cone towards the pair…whereupon he discovered that he could sense the hologram, as well as feel the pair of bumps on its chest. 
That surprised him, because he didn’t remember there ever being any holographic female opponents, but more than that the hologram didn’t feel like Tyr did. It felt sparkly and hollow…with a very rigid frame, like it was made of moving glass just waiting to be broken. Like an energy shield, it diminished on contact, and Jason could just barely make out a weak point where his fellow trailblazer punched it, then the thinness dissipated as more power was pumped into it from the emitters in the room, restoring the thin shell to full thickness.
A series of kicks on Tyr’s part ended with his foot punching through the hologram, whereupon it disappeared with the Archon’s victory…but to Jason’s sight the hologram disappeared prior to the impact, suggesting that it had shut itself down rather than be breached, making him wonder how tough the hologram would be to penetrate at full power.
“Long time, brother,” Tyr offered when he finally noticed Jason. “Bit of a constant headache I hear?”
“You shouldn’t have to ask, Professor.”
Tyr waved a finger at him. “I barely count. I didn’t even notice till after the recall order went out, then I started paying attention. I started mentally yelling at people I passed in the hallway and freaked myself out when somebody actually heard me.”
“You try force-lifting anything?” Jason asked, walking inside.
“No joy there. I hear you’re the only one to break through to Jedi mode?”
“Hmmn, I like the sound of that.”
“Can you lift a stun sword yet?”
Jason reached down into his pocket and pulled out the marble, then levitated it in the air between the two.
“This is about all I’m rated for now. I can manage a bit more mass, but I don’t have the longevity.”
Tyr stared at the floating white orb in wonder, then ran his left hand around it, feeling for connections and finding none. 
“Now that is impressive.”
Jason returned the marble to his hand, then his pocket. “Hurts like hell though. And yeah, I’m the only one to break through, but there are several with the precursor so I don’t think I’ll be alone for long.”
“The Jedi sight I read about?”
“Seriously, why didn’t I think to call it that?” Jason said, a bit disappointed with himself. “Yeah, I was just using it to scope out the hologram you were kicking the crap out of. It’s what you use to guide the telekinesis, so if it pops up the other is bound to follow.”
“And which is damaging you?”
“At this point, I so much as blink and it hurts. I don’t know if I’m actively being damaged anymore or just tearing open old injuries. My head is fragged, not as bad as it was before, but enough that I can’t sleep. You can imagine what that’s done to my training.”
“How’d it start?”
“The sight started popping up randomly, and it did fry me pretty good, but there was a building pressure inside that did the worst of it, and that only released when the telekinesis broke through. I’m hoping we can get some answers before the others get to that point.”
“Physical activity help?”
“Other than a distraction, no. This ability operates on its own little island with its own rules. Don’t know if it shares a cabana with yours or not, but it’s completely separate from the physical skills.”
“I brought 18 Angry Chipmunks with me, four of which have your Jedi sight. One of those is starting to get headaches.”
“Who?” Jason said, now well used to Tyr’s Clan name. In the beginning he, Morgan, and others had chosen more humorous names than the rest of the trailblazers, but at this point the words had gained new definitions and Clan Angry Chipmunk no longer registered as funny, but rather a group of Archons strong in aerial and commando with a large chunk of Titan under their control.
“Riona-111.”
“Where is she?” Jason asked forcefully. “Time matters.”
“I don’t know,” Tyr said, walking towards the door with Jason dropping into step. “But if you think it’s urgent?”
“The headache will build continuously until it pops…I broke through to telekinesis. If I hadn’t…”
“You could have died?”
“I came close,” he whispered.
“That wasn’t in the update,” Tyr complained, changing from a walk over into a jog as they exited the restricted section back out into the communal hallways.
“I just got here too. I didn’t have a hand in writing it.”
“I meant your logs.”
“You haven’t read the recent ones then.”
“Damn those comm delays,” Tyr swore, meaning it more than ever. 
“I know. I’m going to put Clan Sangheili techs to work on it round the clock now. We’re getting way too spread out for couriers.”
“Angry Chipmunk will do the same. What’s taking Davis’s people so long? We should have at least a primitive version up and running by now.”
“As long as we’re here, why don’t we ask him?”
“That…is a very good idea,” he said as they ran down a narrow set of oddly shaped stairs. “After you get Riona squared away.”
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David stepped over a 3-inch high ‘wall,’ barely able to make it out. It and the floor looked almost the same in his growing spherical sight, but there was just enough of a line in the scratch black/white mental image to get his attention, allowing him to avoid tripping over the tiny obstacle. 
The next one was not so small. It was a wall with several oddly shaped holes in it, through which David had to crawl. The tricky part was his mind seemed to be filling in the gaps where his senses lacked, and unless he got a good ‘feel’ for the holes his mind painted a solid wall in front of him. He knew others had been getting blocked by that trick, and was glad he’d developed to the point where he could at least spot a disturbance in the solid barrier…from there his hands did the rest, feeling out the perimeter of the hole in the pitch black training room.
Cerebro 2, as they called it, had been developed specifically for those Archons with the spherical sight manifesting to hone their skills. The obstacle course David was walking through was a level 4, throwing different challenges at him as opposed to the level 1 he’d begun with that was simply a walking maze with predictable, straight hallways and right angled turns. That had been hard enough when he began using the new course 3 months ago, but the more challenges thrown at him, the better his mental radar got at both interpreting the data he was receiving as well as enhancing his range and accuracy. 
When David crawled out of the hole he ‘saw’ several disqualification pits in the floor, no more than a foot or so deep, but if he stepped in them he’d have to abort this run and start over again…with the arrangement of the room resetting so his memory wouldn’t help him. There were several narrow walkways through the pits, slightly wider than his body, and he slowly walked down one until he got on the other side and almost bumped his face into a protrusion, stopping himself just in time.
As he ‘looked’ ahead, though his spherical sight was in fact looking everywhere at once, his mind began to gather more data on what was in front of him and several tubes appeared sticking out at him end on. Careful not to backtrack into the pits, David walked sideways, seeing more tubes appear as the others dissipated. He frowned, still disappointed that his range wasn’t better. He could make out walls a good 10 meters away, but smaller objects seemed to escape his detection unless they were right in front of him.
David reversed direction and sidestepped to the right, eventually finding a patch where the tubes weren’t and squeezing through the gap in the wall that had little bendable fibers covering the opening so it wouldn’t be seen. Had he not been able to detect the tubes and see where they weren’t, there was no way he could have found the right spot, save for feeling up and down the length with his hands…which he had done before, and was legal in this challenge, but he was also on the clock and that took a whole lot of time unless you got lucky right off the bat.
When he pushed through he came out into a small empty space with a solid wall on the far side and to his left, forcing him to turn to the right and walk a few meters…then he tripped and fell forward onto an up-ramp, catching himself with his hands. 
“Damn it,” he whispered. “Why can I never see you?”
David ran his hands over the surface of the ramp and magically it appeared before him, like his spherical sight needed the physical stimulus to reset itself. He was beginning to think a lot of what he ‘saw’ was his mind guessing, just like now it had been guessing that the rest of the hallway was flat like the start. He knew that could be dangerous, but without better senses it was all he had to work with. 
David just wished his subconscious would guess right more often.
The Archon climbed up the ramp and turned left at another flat wall/corner, then walked across a bridge with rails, thankfully, but there were 1-inch high strips on the floor at random points, tripping him up when he failed to spot them. 3-inches high he could handle, but 1-inch was virtually invisible…then again, him being able to navigate the room at all with no lights was impressive enough.
After stumbling his way across he came to a nexus with three circles low to the floor which he knew from previous experience were slides. Now came the tricky part…knowing which slide to take. It was written somewhere in physical, block letters, which David couldn’t yet read. Well, he could barely make out some big ones during individual practice, but give him a sentence in front of him with 2-inch long letters and all he could see was a long block with a few pits in it…the best guess his mind could make based off his limited sense. 
But David could see where the circles were so he walked towards the rightmost one and felt around the perimeter, quickly finding the letters tattooed on the wall. Using his fingertips he felt over the first letter of what was always a different word, meaning he couldn’t just feel the first one and guess the rest. 
N…O…P…E
David sighed and moved over to the center one, feeling around the edges until he found the word underneath the bottom of the circle. 
U…H…U…H
David’s sigh turned into a growl as he moved over to take the third slide, then for some reason he felt around for the words anyway, wondering why he was wasting the time when it had to be the one.
W…R…O…N…G
“What?” he asked into the dark, feeling over the letters again. He hadn’t read them wrong.
David stood up and soaked in the radar-like sense of the entire room, sensing the three circles in front of him and low to the ground, as well as the doorway behind him. 
He froze in place, ‘staring’ at everything around him and trying to get his sense to reset. Maybe it was ‘guessing’ away another exit.
After maybe 10 or 15 seconds a little bit of disruption above him caught David’s attention, then a fourth circle appeared. He reached up and felt around the low ceiling, finding another set of letters that to his mind’s eye looked like a very shallow rectangle.
Y…E…P
David reached up into the circle and felt around, finding a ladder run. He jumped up, bypassing several, then hand climbed up enough to get his feet on the bottom rung, pulling himself up inside before climbing a few meters to the peak where the entrance to the slide began. Not wanting to waste any more time he went in head first and began to slide down, twisting and turning through several corkscrews that showed little in his vision other than some weird flashes of signal and very little of the tunnel ahead of him.
He was eventually dumped out on the ground with a waist-high object situated several meters in front that he recognized as the finish pedestal. David got to his feet and walked forward, then fell face first to the ground as another low wall tripped him up. 
Not wasting the time to curse his stupidity he got to his feet and tagged the finish button on top, stopping the clock and turning the chamber’s lights on slowly so his eyes could adjust without a bright flash.
David released the spherical sight, feeling thoroughly drained. He no longer had to worry about it going out on him mid-course as it had done that first month, but it was still taxing him heavily. Additional ambrosia doses didn’t seem to help much, though he and the others had been trying them frequently with some minor successes. From David’s perspective his internal battery simply had to recharge over time, and at the moment it felt like he was running pretty low.
The holographic time popped up over the finish pedestal a few seconds later, indicating that David had shaved off 4 seconds from his previous record. Progress was progress, but with the course altering every go around the time should have been coming off in large chunks, whereas 4 seconds could have just been luck with this particular setup. 
Still, the more runs he made the more training experience his mind had to adapt to, so David walked out of the nearby door mostly content and hit the reset button. He watched for a moment while the various barricades and such pulled back into the walls, eventually leaving a large, empty room behind, coated in white panels with golden lines crisscrossing them in a grid, giving it a very holodeck-like feel.
David wanted to have another go at it, but he knew his mental power reserves were too low so he decided to take a break. He’d already gone through three rounds, and knew it’d be at least another 2 hours before he was full of energy again. Jason had suggested keeping that energy reserve draining as often as possible to encourage better discharge capabilities and prevent blockage that could cause an overload similar to what he had initially suffered from.
David was grateful that hadn’t happened to him, but Riona had already started having trouble with pressure headaches. Jason had her going through a variety of drills to try and alleviate the pressure while restructuring the pathways that the techs still couldn’t isolate. Right now Jason knew more than they did, and if he said there were ‘pathways’ then David trusted him on that, even if he couldn’t completely confirm what the trailblazer was saying. To be honest, David only had a rudimentary understanding of what was happening inside his own head, and that freaked him out to no end.
“You done?” Mathis-831 asked from behind him, seeing the empty room through the viewing pane.
“Yeah, I’m…” David said, turning around from the control board. “What the hell is that?”
Mathis held up his bow for David to see more clearly. “Something I’ve been working on.”
David frowned. “Seriously?”
“Clan Croft is encouraged to think outside of the box,” the Archon said, stepping past David and activating a preset training exercise. 
“Alright, I’m outside of the box. How is a bow and arrow useful?”
“Don’t think of them as arrows,” Mathis said, pulling one of the long shafts out of the very advanced quiver/vest he wore. “More like tiny missiles or remote mines, for you Goldeneye fans.”
“Does that…” David said, pointing to the shaft with a very heavy end piece.
“Anti-grav it does have,” Mathis confirmed as multiple targets began floating around the room as the lights dimmed, leaving only a narrow, lit pathway leading out to a circle of light far off in the center of the room.
“Oh I’ve got to see this,” David said, pulling up a chair in front of the wall-sized window.
“Turn on the night vision,” he suggested as he walked into the chamber, closing the door behind him.
“Blind target shooting…typical,” David said, switching the window over to a mode that saw the dark areas of the room lit up in green highlights. He watched Mathis jog out to the center of the circle of light, then on cue all the illumination went out, leaving only the glowing green shapes behind.
Mathis’s outline sprouted his bow and David could barely see him pull an arrow/missile out and sling it in. His position was well away from the window and even with the nightvision it was difficult to make out objects that small. The larger targets he could see clearly. There were dozens of floating cubes drifting in a circle around the Archon, then three of them broke formation and moved in towards him. David saw a distance counter activate on the console in front of him…which indicated that the purpose of this challenge was to keep the targets from getting all the way into the center.
Suddenly a streak of green shot out from Mathis and imbedded itself in one of the cubes, sticking out like an ugly hair. Nothing exploded, though in retrospect David chided himself for expecting as much. Mathis was here for accuracy, not destruction, and David found himself impressed at the range he had shot the target…not because of the archery skill involved, but because it was farther away than David could currently stretch his spherical sight. Given that the lights were out, Mathis was targeting purely with the mental ability.
The Clan Croft marksman spun around and fired at another one behind him, then spun again to hit the third as more targets began to drift in from the ring towards the center while the hit ones dropped to the floor and pulled back, letting Mathis know he’d already tagged them. David counted 24 targets in total and guessed that was about the amount of arrows he’d had in his quiver, meaning this was going to be a very short exercise. 
David kept count of his hits mentally before he noticed another counter on the console. With fluid rhythm Mathis found and tagged each of the cubes as they came in, then the counter passed 24 hits on its way up to 30, making David wonder exactly how many arrows he’d stuffed in that quiver. The targets, he saw, were cycling back to the outer circle to be reused, but Mathis kept firing arrow after arrow, causing David to have a mental fit…where was he getting them all from?
Using the control board in front of him, David pulled up the info on the current challenge. He scrolled down through the basics and into the physical dynamics of the setup, finding his answer…somehow the room was pulling the arrows off the cubes and moving them back to a recycling post at the center of the room.
David took a closer look at Mathis’s green form, not noticing anything for a long time as the man spun about, targeting cubes behind him almost as if he could see them there…which he could, thanks to the spherical sight. After getting used to watching the nightvision David finally saw the difference…instead of pulling new arrows out of the quiver, he was reaching down towards the floor slightly, not enough to drop to a knee, but low enough to pull out a new arrow from what the schematics indicated was an open-air quiver, meaning no sidewalls, from which the recycled arrows would sprout from.
Ingenious system, and typical Star Force. This way Mathis could train for hours without ever running out of ammunition, though he expected the arrow tips had been altered to accommodate the cube impacts. The one Mathis had shown him hadn’t been pointy, but rather blunt and thick like the end of a firecracker. David wasn’t sure if that was standard or not, because in order to have a decently sized explosive he’d need to have a significant amount of volume on the arrow…not to mention room for the anti-grav tech inside.
As he watched more and more arrows being fired off David visually confirmed that they were flying straight-line trajectories…meaning no arc from gravity. That would also give Mathis insane range, though David knew the capacitor on the anti-grav had to be extremely limited. Probably no more than a few seconds worth…which this challenge had to be recharging with each cycle. 
David shook his head in silent appreciation. He didn’t know how useful the weapon would be on the battlefield, but its design was certainly impressive, as was Mathis’s ability to shoot in the dark and track objects at such a range. He wondered if he could do the same with a pistol at short range and scrolled down through the chamber’s options…finding such a program already created.
He’d have to give that one a go later, but for now he needed to move on. With an unlimited supply of arrows, Mathis could be at this for a very long time.
David tossed his fellow Archon an unseen two-fingered salute and left the chamber, heading over to the more traditional parts of the sanctum to get some agility course work in while his mutant powers recharged, then he’d be back here or in one of the other Cerebro rooms to keep adding up mental training experience points and hoping that through it all he and the others would learn enough to hone their abilities to the point where they wouldn’t only be useful in combat, but wouldn’t be a danger to themselves.
Even though he’d dodged the bullet so far, David wasn’t convinced that he wasn’t going to start seeing the same headaches as Jason and Riona start to manifest. And the idea of not knowing how to fight the unknown unnerved him considerably, as well as causing him to give the trailblazer more credit than he’d done in the past, for he’d had to work through it alone, and at least David and the others had him around to nudge them down the right path…even if Jason didn’t fully know what was going on either.
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David came back to his quarters within the sanctum after a long run around the pyramid and slid into the shower tube straight off, getting the drenching sweat off him. For some reason the V’kit’no’sat had preferred a bit more humidity in the air than Humans liked, and thus far the techs hadn’t discovered the primary environmental controls. The ones for the Zen’zat levels had been available straight off, with those in the other dino-chambers discovered and accessed gradually over time, but the ones for the communal areas had always been thought to be located within the restricted core access…but now that they had it, they hadn’t been able to find the damn settings to readjust.
As a result, any workout done within the air of the pyramid and not in one of the Star Force structures left one drenched in sweat, which David actually preferred, given that it added another element of difficulty to the runs aside from climbing/descending the gigantic stairs/ramps that connected one level to another. He’d gotten in a good 2 hour run and had been blissfully soaked in sweaty clothes, but now that he was done he wanted/needed to get cleaned up before he continued on with additional workouts.
After he dried off and pulled on a new training uniform he slipped into the computer console’s seat for a quick check of his account, looking for any new messages or alerts…and finding two. One was from Jason, passing on yet another bit of advice for dealing with the spherical sight development. David had gotten to the point where the strain was causing him headaches, but with a few training tweaks those had gone away and Jason was continuing to update him and the others showing the same ability with whatever information he could…which David was grateful for.
The second message was from Davis, which gave David pause. He’d been waiting a long time for an update on The Word’s activities, and he wondered if this was the first sign of their promised unconventional war beginning to develop. So far they’d been all but silent. A month ago Davis had passed on some intel that David had assigned Jet-612 to run down…or more accurately, the Russian convoy on Mars that had been hauling illicit cargo. 
Jet had intercepted, boarded, and inspected the overland train’s haul before it reached terminus, whereupon he alerted Russian security and assisted them with confiscating the handful of plasma rifles stuffed in alongside spare parts canisters holding items of similar construction and making it almost impossible to spot the rifles on inspection scans. 
The confiscated rifles were the same make as the weapons produced in Colorado, meaning these had either come from that facility and were only now cycling out through distribution channels, or that The Word had another operational facility churning out the crude knockoffs. Regardless, their presence on Mars indicated that The Word definitely was operating elsewhere in the Solar System, just as Agent had attested.
When David opened up the Director’s message he saw it came in parts, the first of which was an update on the Russian confiscation, which had apparently disappeared from records…along with all of the weapons. Davis was working with higher up Russian officials to track down where the weapons had disappeared to and how the data files could have been altered, but a side note from him suggested that the Russian security forces on station must have been affiliated with The Word, for no official transfer of the weapons outside of their custody had been ordered.
David pounded his fist on a flat spot of the table/console in frustration. Their one and only victory had been undone thanks to corruption on the part of the Russians. In fact, Jet may have inadvertently helped deliver the weapons to them, if security had been their ultimate destination. 
No, he couldn’t assume that. The easiest way to smuggle cargo was to have it never see the light of day. The security seizure may have been a backup plan though. 
Either way, the weapons got where they were going and were now off of Star Force’s grid. How many operatives did The Word have anyway? That was the last time Green Team was going to rely on outside help. From here on out they were only going to use in-house resources. 
The note from Davis indicated that the trail hadn’t gone completely cold, and at the least he felt that between Star Force and the Russian Internal Affairs they’d snag at least a few of the conspirators, but the weapons were long gone, and given the time delay since discovering the ‘oversight’ they could have been moved anywhere within the system, so they couldn’t even narrow down their search to a specific region of Mars.
David finished the note, feeling angry and embarrassed at the same time. Whoever these people were, they were good at what they did…but get them out in the open and he’d see how good they are with the weapons they’re making. 
He moved down to the second item in Davis’s message packet, seeing that it was the summation of the background searches into the individuals they’d been tracking from the Colorado mission, some from photo identification, others from genetic samples taken both from when they were on the run and from the base. As good as The Word had cleaned it up, they hadn’t actually ‘cleaned’ it up, and Star Force now had dozens of unphotographed individuals with genetic IDs to search for.
Finally some of those searches had come up with new leads. Family relations, previous employers, school records, traffic patterns, both from in atmosphere flight on Earth and transit through the system, a lot of which had been on Star Force flights. With the data before him now, David had some threads to follow, one of which he was sure would lead to a nexus point or something of value for Green Team to hit, and right now he badly wanted to return the favor for the Mars snafu.
There was a lot of data there to work through, so David set it aside and moved down to the third item in the packet, finding yet another analysis report…Davis must have been holding them back so he could send them all at once. It was on several of the items recovered from the Colorado base, backtracking them to their points of origin. Some had been purchased by companies that were now on Star Force’s watch list, while others had gone ‘missing’ or were listed as ‘damaged’…but there were a few others that had no official connection at all. 
David pulled up one piece of the report that detailed a 3d fabrication machine that was used to create the pistol barrels prior to the magnetization process. It had no serial number whatsoever, but the design was able to be traced back to Setting Sun Industries. A quiet search through their computer records by Star Force hackers discovered an accounting program with a curious bit of code that would occasionally register numerical errors in the production assembly line…meaning that some pieces of equipment would be physically produced but never cataloged. 
In that way, David assumed, The Word could produce equipment for their explicit use without having to buy or steal it, leaving no records trail at all to follow…suggesting a higher level of The Word activity in that particular corporation, for a little sleight of hand with computer systems wouldn’t allow for physical shipping of the product when it didn’t have an ID tag for processing purposes. They had to have agents in position to intercept the ghost units coming off the line and spirit them away into The Word’s illicit transportation network.
Davis’s notes attached to that set of data informed David that they’d set up long term surveillance on those sites, hoping to spot and track future ghost shipments and suggesting that they be left alone rather than shut down by grabbing The Word operatives there if/when Green Team identified them.
In that David agreed.
The third piece of the data packet was the results of a comprehensive search through Star Force’s computer systems within Sol, looking for unrecognized security breaches. It was a short report, for none successful had been found, but they had discovered a bit of nibbling at various locations that warranted further investigation, which Davis inferred was ongoing. Whether or not The Word was responsible for the nibbles couldn’t be said, but David was glad that whoever it was hadn’t managed to get in. The security of Star Force’s comm systems was one of their greatest assets, and if it could be cracked they’d have to rework just about everything, because it could potential jeopardize control of their remote craft.
Namely their warships. And if an outside force gained control of even one of them temporarily, it could result in disastrous circumstances. 
So far the systems were clean though, which was a bit of good news. The fourth piece of the packet was not, however. The Director had been pulling anomaly searches throughout Star Force territory, hoping to discover some bit of The Word’s web without following a link back from Colorado to do it. His notes indicated several accidental discoveries unrelated to The Word, which Davis had Red Team dealing with, but there was one individual by the name of Seamus Kilmeade that had drawn a yellow flag.
The man worked in an affiliated Star Force facility, meaning technically he was on Star Force’s payroll, but more of an independent contractor than one of the lifelong staff. On the civilian side, Star Force was split into tiers, the uppermost of which held the more important workers, administrators, and techs. These people, like the Director, had dedicated their lives to the Corporation and lived as part of it. There was no commute to work, for they lived in Star Force facilities and moved about as needed. Most were unmarried, or ended up as such as the years passed due to the fact that they outlived their spouses.
The upper tier members were virtually all more than 100 years old, having attained self-sufficiency even if physical activity wasn’t part of their area of specialty. They had learned the essentials of maintaining their bodies and minds, as well as the advantages it gave, making them far more valuable than any of the ‘younglings’ looking for employment in the Corporation, no matter what their background. 
The upper tier, designated a level 7, received no pay…but had free access throughout Star Force’s transportation grid and access to any purchases within the Corporation free of charge, ensuring they had what they needed but making no effort to establish a lifestyle independent from their ‘jobs.’ Like the Archons, they lived and breathed their work, and were exceedingly good at it. It was the techs in the upper tier that were given access to the V’kit’no’sat pyramid data and were pushing the limits of Star Force technical knowledge, doing what the trailblazers had done with the military only on the scientific front.
Level 6 members of Star Force were lifelong employees as well, also taking no pay and mastering at least the basics of self-sufficiency in order to prolong their lifespans enough to become sufficiently skilled in their work and to be of use handling assignments that the level 7s were either too busy to handle or assignments that had been handled before and needed to be replicated. The 6s were essentially master apprentices, far more experienced than most employees of the Corporation, but not entrusted with ‘trailblazer’ duties. They handled the difficult familiar, taking their cues from the 7s whenever something new came into play.
Level 5s were long term employees that did receive pay, and about half of whom retired outside of the Corporation. The other half was split between those who had achieved self-sufficiency and preferred to stay active in their positions rather than turn tourist, and those that were working their way up the ladder towards level 6. Most level 5s lived within Star Force facilities, though a few maintained personal residences in their limited spare time. Most of those who did were assigned to colonies where the public sector habitats were within travel distance from the Corporate facilities.
Level 4s were high skilled employees valued for their abilities but who only saw their employment as a job, one that would consume most of their time but one that paid well and came along with a lot of perks. They were split between family types and career hounds. Physical training was required for them, along with all the upper tiers, but ambrosia was reserved for those who achieved certain benchmarks. Most level 4s did not achieve that level, and thus were not entrusted with the super-juice due to their unwillingness to train more than necessary to maintain the fitness levels required of employment. 
More often than not, experienced level 4s would ‘retire’ when they failed to pass their quarterly physicals which required a quota of completed workouts during the previous 3 month period. In this way the turnover for level 4s was slow but steady, with most cycling out over a period of 40-50 years rather than working their way up to level 5. It was a fact of reality that Star Force had come to accept, that the individual had to want to attain self-sufficiency in order to get there, and that while prerequisite training would extend the workforce’s lifespan they couldn’t maintain the number of workers necessary by requiring higher standards.
Thus, Star Force would teach its employees what they needed to know, and require a moderate level of training that would give them the opportunity to work towards self-sufficiency, but at the end of the day they were in control of their own destiny, and many simply were too lazy to do what was required, even knowing and seeing the benefits in others. 
Level 3s were required to do a bit less, and made up the bulk of Star Force’s members. These were the experienced workers that had made a permanent job out of Star Force, though many of them bounced from one section to another as demands met or as they chose. They lived in private housing by choice and kept a social and personal life separate from the corporation, with the average employment lasting between 15-20 years. 
Level 2s were a mix of inexperienced workers learning the ropes and of experienced affiliates. The affiliates received pay, but were not part of the Star Force permanent workforce, operating instead as contractors on a set timetable that could range from a day to 10 years. Only minimal physical standards were required of level 2s, of which was measured by being able to run a sub 8:00 mile twice a month. For the affiliates they maintained this requirement for employment sake, while those who were part of the Corporation and looking to work their way up usually exceeded this requirement by a significant amount as they trained towards the level 3 requirements…which would come with increased pay and perks, which was the only reason why many of the level 2 employees put up with the training in the first place.
Seamus Kilmeade was a level 1 employee, having the same sub 8:00 requirement and little else physically, but with a plethora of Star Force codes of conduct to follow. He was an independent hire, and not part of any other company, working as an instructor in one of the training centers prepping would be colonists migrating from Earth. His area of specialty was linguistics, David saw from the attached file, with him speaking 5 separate languages fluently, allowing him to help teach English to groups of colonists coming from varied nations.
One pet peeve of Davis’s was the multi-cultural euphoria that the planet had seen in past centuries, celebrating Earth’s diversity and preserving the cultural and linguistic differences that kept the people living next door to each other from being able to communicate. He’d put a quick end to that with the colonization program, declaring English to be the one and only language Star Force used and requiring all colonists to be able to test out in the language at a sufficient level to be able to operate within an all English-speaking colony without translators…from which point they’d pick up the fluency in the language from daily interactions.
Davis’s seemingly arrogant assertion, as viewed by the public, had been hilariously reinforced when the Hycre had introduced Star Force to the Alliance, noting that different races throughout the local region of the galaxy had seen the wisdom of creating a trade language through which to communicate with each other…which made Humans not being able to communicate with other Humans hilariously pathetic. 
Seamus, it seemed, was good at his work, having received an 85% efficiency rating as an instructor, meaning that 85% of his students passed their requirements within a given amount of time that was deemed reasonable. It seemed he was usually assigned groups that had no prior experience with the language at all, which was rare. It also gave him an audience that probably couldn’t understand what he was saying most of the time…which was probably what The Word was interested in.
Davis’s anomaly search had indicated traffic patterns atypical with someone in his position, seeing him travel outside the city/building that he worked within. That wasn’t completely unheard of, but the Star Force transit data didn’t match up with any locations of known relatives, which is what had thrown the yellow flag.
A closer inspection of the data suggested an irregular pattern of predictable routes, none of which could be associated with any known behavior, such as sporting events, festivals, and such. All of the trips on record had been 1-day affairs, some of which had seem him leave and return almost immediately, which had suggested to Davis that the man was making or receiving drops.
David concurred, and was glad to see the Director’s final note on the data.
I HAVE ISSUED NO ORDERS CONCERNING THE TARGET, THEREFORE HE SHOULD BE UNCONTAMINATED. PROCEED AS YOU DEEM APPROPRIATE.
While he knew this might not be related to The Word, David had a gut feeling that it was and apparently the Director did too, otherwise he wouldn’t have sent it to Green Team. With the location being in Antarctica and essentially right next door, David couldn’t see the logic in calling in one of the other team members and knew that he had to deal with this one personally. He wanted to start with a surveillance order and then sit on it for a few weeks, but he had a sneaking suspicion that the target might go to ground if he did…and then there was the slim possibility that the local security might have been compromised as well.
He doubted that, but felt it better if he had a quiet look around before bringing them in on the operation, if at all.
David got up from the console and was headed to grab the duffle he had in his closet to start packing when his earpiece chimed. It was sitting on the corner of a nearby table where he’d left it after coming back from his run. He walked over and picked it up, flicking off a droplet of sweat that had survived on the surface.
“Go.”
“David, Morgan just showed up,” Angel-676 said excitedly, “and she’s playing King of the Hill against six trailblazers and kicking their asses with some freaky new powers. Get over here before you miss the show.”
David raised an eyebrow. The highest ranking Archon was here, had gone mutant with some type of new power, and she was taking on 6 other trailblazers…and winning?
“On my way,” he said, hurrying out of his quarters. 
The packing could wait an hour or two.
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Kerrie-057 slide/kicked across the floor into Morgan’s bare right leg, knocking it askew and dropping the ranger down on top of her. She jabbed her in the ribs just below her sports bra before getting knocked in the side of the head as Morgan spun back up onto her feet. Then Kerrie saw Jason jump into her vision laterally and tackle Morgan around the shoulders.
Morgan went down with the Sangheili on top of her…then Jason flew off as she knocked him free with a combination elbow jab and concussive wave. He went flying out of the ring on his own momentum, landing in the softer padding around the King of the Hill circle that they were trying to knock Morgan out of. 
High above the wide circle a holographic clock counted up from 4:21, indicating how long Morgan had held her ground against the other six trailblazers. Today the ring was flat, rather than being elevated to form an actual hill, but the basics were the same…stay in and keep knocking the others out. And when the others were 6 trailblazers the odds of anyone staying in, even Morgan, was slim.
As soon as Jason was tossed Tyr came in and tried to knock Morgan further to that side of the ring, ramming his shoulder into her torso but she rotated around and deflected most of the blow. Tyr countered by latching onto her arm in the process and dragged her another two feet towards the edge while Aaron came in to knock both of them out. Morgan countered by dropping down to the ground, tipping Tyr over at the waist in the process and sending Aaron over top of her as she grabbed his wrist and used her back as a pivot point. 
The other trailblazer doubled over and inverted momentarily, his legs coming up above his head as he twisted around Morgan who had dug her heels into the floor…then with a concussion wave tap she sent Aaron flying out of the ring upside down, leaving her with only Tyr to deal with for the next two seconds.
He kicked into her midsection as she came up, but the blow never landed. Suddenly he found himself propelled backwards by an invisible force…then he landed on his backside on the soft mat outside the ring and somersaulted backwards into the line of Archons ringing the area as they watched the contest. 
“Looks like she’s kicking your ass, boss,” one of the other Angry Chipmunks commented.
“She usually does,” Tyr acknowledged as he got to his feet and ran back into the circle as Kian and Ryan came at Morgan from opposite sides when she moved back towards the center of the circle. The pair circled around her, not making a move until the others got to their feet and headed back in.
Morgan knew what they were doing and smiled as she set herself, glancing back across her shoulders occasionally to get all of them in her peripheral vision. 
Jason came first, from behind her, and she back-kicked towards him, but he easily swatted her foot aside with a pair of hands then kneed her in the torso as he got to pointblank range…except she’d already seen it coming and had twisted to her left, bringing his knee out of range. Halfway into the maneuver Aaron came in from the other side, with Kian and Ryan a split second later. As Morgan dealt with Jason and Aaron, keeping them at least arms reach away from her with a fury of punches and kicks, the other two came in from the sides like a pair of gongs and smashed into her with precise timing that didn’t allow her to divert one or another. 
She should have gone evasive, which the other two trailblazers were waiting for a few steps back, but instead she held her ground and balled up…then released a spherical concussive wave, a la Starkiller, and knocked the four of them back away from her, with the other two bobbling on their feet as the remnants of the wave hit them.
Morgan stood up tall and laughed once, but kept her eyes moving around, knowing that even though she’d surprised them they wouldn’t let up. 
Kerrie moved first, coming in and slide/kicking towards Morgan’s feet, which caused her to hop away a step towards Jason, then off to her left as he kicked towards her feet. She dodged both then nearly fell over as a wave of static ran through her body…then the next thing she knew Kian’s foot was in her midsection, doubling her over as he kicked her back towards the edge of the ring. 
Morgan caught her balance just in time for Aaron to blindside her with a spin kick across her chest that knocked her backwards a meter to where she fell across the out of bounds line…stopping the clock at 4:58.
“What the hell was that?” Morgan asked as she stood up.
“You’ve got your new power, I’ve got mine,” Kian commented with a smile. “I call it a disruption field.”
“It jams your senses briefly,” Jason explained. “Now mind telling us what you were doing?”
“Do it again,” Morgan prompted.
Kian blinked, then Morgan’s head got all weird again, this time for more than a second. She tried to shake it off, only partially succeeding, then the sensation vanished. 
“Enough,” Aaron said, rubbing his head. “He can’t pick and choose. It hits everyone.”
“Except me,” Kian pointed out. “Think of it like white noise.”
“Useful,” Morgan commented. “I hope there’s a way to defend against that?”
“We’re working on it,” Jason agreed. “Now what did you do?”
“And what’s it got to do with you not wearing a uniform?” Kerrie asked.
“Tougher to hold onto when you’re slick with sweat,” Morgan pointed out sarcastically.
“No shoes is a bit of a disadvantage,” Tyr countered.
“Except when I can project from my feet.”
“So that’s what you did,” Aaron said in realization. “I didn’t think you could kick that hard.”
“If I wear clothes I’ll just tear them off,” Morgan said. “The energy originates from my skin, so even shoes get in the way.”
Jason slipped a finger underneath the shoulder strap on her bra where there was a tear. “And these?”
“Figured you seeing me naked would have been too much of a disadvantage for you guys,” she joked. “I’ve learned to fight with my arms and legs and to avoid the torso and pelvis as much as possible, but that’s not always an option. Luckily I didn’t blow them completely off,” she said, finding another rip in the waistband of her skintight short shorts. 
“How close to dead are you?” Kian asked as the other Archons began to migrate in closer to listen to the conversation, some 50 of them in total.
“I have a few more blasts left in me, but I’m nearly out. This power feeds off ambrosia, so with some snacks I can work into some long training days, but my reserves aren’t nearly as robust as I’d like. They’re growing with time and training, but I’m having to hold back my intensity otherwise I’ll drain myself out within 30 seconds or less.”
“I assume,” Kerrie asked, “that when you knocked all of us back at once that you were close to full power?”
“Sort of…with a bit more prep time I can go bigger. Been working on a Kamehameha, but it takes so much out of me I can’t practice it a lot.”
“Still invisible, right?” Jason asked.
“Oh we’ve got to see that,” Aaron prompted as Morgan nodded to answer Jason.
The senior ranger smirked. “Alright, I think I’ve got just enough left, but I’ll need a target…and since it’s your idea, Aaron,” she said, motioning towards the center of the ring.
“Bring it, girl,” he said, setting himself so that he leaned forward a bit to counteract the blow that would be incoming.
“The rest of you need to clear out,” Morgan warned. “I’m not all that accurate yet.”
“Sam is going to love this,” Kian whispered to Jason as they stepped back behind Morgan and the other Archons parted behind Aaron, leaving a large open wedge of space leading back to the far wall.
Jason stared at Morgan as she took up Goku’s patented stance, pulling back her arms on her right side, palms connected at the wrists. 
“Ka…meeee,” she said aloud, summoning up a cascade of tingles throughout her torso like a fireworks display.
“Haaa…meeee,” Morgan added, shifting them through her body and into her arms, then forcing the energy to pool in her hands and wrists, with a lot backing up all the way to her elbows because she couldn’t fit it all in. When the pressure got as much as she could handle she reached her hands forward, still touching at the wrists, and launched the energy from her palms, cradling the blast between her energy-laced fingers and directing it forward like a fire hose with plenty spilling out between the gaps.
“Haaaa!” she yelled as she released the torrent directly toward Aaron who was standing about 5 meters away. 
He thought he was ready for it, but the blow came so fast and heavy that he was taken completely off guard, and the angle of his chest leaning forward actually helped to propel him upwards into the air a foot or so as he was slammed backwards all the way into the wall some twenty meters back where he bounced off it gratifyingly and fell to the floor. 
“Whoops,” Morgan said apologetically as he smacked the unpadded wall and was slow to get to his feet.
“Wow,” Jason commented, walking up beside her. “You definitely got the big guns.”
“You should be able to do that too eventually, right?” she asked, glancing across her bare shoulder at him. 
“Ha…maybe in a few hundred years. My telekinesis is good for lifting tiny objects and playing with water droplets in the shower right now. I have no idea how you’re generating that much power.”
“Medics think it has to do with a number of growths spread throughout my body. Power cells, emitters, maybe both. They haven’t been able to make much out of it yet.”
“Have you had the specialists take a look?”
“I did on Corneria, but there wasn’t much more they could offer. The energy fries their equipment, so they can’t measure anything active. Oh yeah, did I mention I can also walk through force fields?”
“Get out,” Kian said, giving her a ‘there’s no way’ look. 
“Did it on accident at first,” she said, nodding so that he’d know she was serious. “Saved my life actually.”
“Oh?” Jason asked as Aaron came walking back over rubbing the back of his head. 
“I’ll tell you later,” she promised, and Jason got the feeling it was a bit of a sensitive subject she didn’t want all the others to hear about. 
“That’s the last time I play target dummy,” Aaron said. “I didn’t think you could knock me that far.”
“Neither did I. Sorry about that.”
“No you’re not,” he said with a wry grin.
“I am a little,” she countered. “Now, I’m out of juice. So unless you want to do some conventional training I need to suck some ambrosia. Wanna take a run then hit the cafeteria or cafeteria first? I want a chance to pick your brains one way or another.”
Aaron glanced at Jason, and Morgan followed his eye line. “What?”
“I’m up for a run,” Jason said, glancing down at Morgan’s bare feet. “As soon as you grab some shoes.”
“What’s wrong with you, besides the obvious?”
“Later,” he said, glancing out at all the other Archons around. “Show’s over people. Needless to say, if any of you start developing this ability we’d very much like to know…because right now you seem to be it,” he said, looking back at Morgan.
“Another lone ranger,” Kian said, pun intended.
“You’re the only one?”
“So far. I don’t even know what the disruption feels like, let alone how to train against it.”
“Same here,” Morgan said as she looked around for her shoes, knowing that she’d need to learn how to defend, and potentially block against someone else’s concussive energy.
“I’m sort of in the same boat,” Jason added, “and I’m kind of hoping it stays that way until the medics can figure out an easier transition. A few of the others are starting to get the headaches.”
“Looking for these?” David asked, holding up a pair of shoes with crumpled socks tucked inside them.
“Thanks,” she said, taking them from him and unceremoniously plopping down on the floor to put them on while everyone else remained standing around her.
“By the way,” David added, looking at Jason. “I’ll be heading out for a few days. Local mission for Davis.”
“What’s up?”
“Potential Word operative in the colonial training facilities. Hopefully if it pans out it’ll give us some other leads.”
“Who’s us?” Kian asked.
“Green Team.”
“I heard one of them blew themselves up?” Aaron asked.
“Who blew what up?” Morgan asked from below as she wiggled on her second sock.
“Long story,” David said. “Check the files, it’s all in there. He did blow himself up, on the other side of a shield from Nathan and took out the entire cell. Aside from some bone shrapnel Nathan just got his bell rung, but if the shield hadn’t been so robust he’d have been killed.”
“Good hunting,” Aaron offered.
David nodded his thanks then pulled back out of the quickly thinning group and left, heading back to his quarters to pack before hitting the Antarctic transit system that crisscrossed the snow-covered continent with high speed rail lines. 
“Somebody talk to me,” Morgan said, lacing up her shoes.
“The Word is a new bad guy,” Kerrie offered. “Sort of a SPECTRE wannabe. Green Team busted up one of their bases in Colorado, after which they pretty much declared war. I haven’t heard that they’ve done anything since then though?”
“Neither have I,” Jason said, offering a hand to pull Morgan to her feet. “Is your power separate from the rest of your energy?”
“Almost completely separate. I can be dead in one and energetic in the other, but it does take a lot of physical focus to pull off, so if I’m really fatigued I won’t get as much out of the ability.”
“Four laps then?” Jason asked, referring to a circuit around the pyramid’s interior that was quite long.
“At least,” Morgan scoffed. “I may have spent the past 4 years on a warship, but I guarantee you it hasn’t slowed me down.”
“That I don’t doubt, but we’ve extended the main lap a bit to include the lower sections.”
“Goes through the fish tank now,” Tyr added.
Morgan smiled. “I can take whatever you dish out.”
Jason stared straight into her eyes, holding the gaze for a moment before smiling. “Ok, let’s go,” he said, jogging off out of the chamber that now only held the 7 trailblazers.
The others went with him, but Morgan only got a few steps before realizing one of her shoelaces was untied.
“What the…?” she asked, dropping to a knee to retie it while the others hurried out. Ryan was grinning from ear to ear, having seen what Jason had done.
“Let’s go slow poke!” Jason said before ducking out of the door with the others and taking off sprinting, trying to get as far ahead of Morgan as they could while she retied the shoe that Jason had telekinetically unlaced.
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July 15, 2406
Solar System
Earth
  
David sat in the security station of Colonial Transition City/Building #35 studying surveillance data from the hallway cameras that were placed everywhere public and built into the walls and ceiling as to avoid notice. Such was standard for civilian habitats, with a lesser amount of surveillance on other Star Force infrastructure, but having cameras in place to monitor internal activity was a necessity for dealing with large numbers of people living and moving about in such small areas. 
Some people found it intrusive, but David did not. It gave potential victims an ‘eye in the sky’ and a lifeline for help that a dark alley didn’t allow for, not to mention allowing security to track threats in realtime as they moved about. Back in the day the first colonists had complained about the intrusive nature of the surveillance…which was not placed in personal quarters…and suggested that it was too much power for any government to have, and that abuses of power were sure to follow.
David had scoffed at the idea then, and by now most of those silly notions had been laid to rest with regards to Star Force. Power was not the enemy. Power did not corrupt. Power wasn’t to be feared. Power gave the good guys the ability to stop the bad guys…as well as allow David to backtrack Seamus Kilmeade’s movements throughout the city/building for up to a year before the records were purged to allow for new data space.
The surveillance records at the terminals were another story. Those camera feeds were permanently saved, allowing David to monitor Seamus’s movements over the past 6 years since his employment began. Where he went when he left the train system was sketchy, but a number of purchases popped up at various venues that allowed him to confirm the approximate locations he’d been, as well as establishing a pattern that David was currently using to search through thousands of recent surveillance footage from individual cameras at one of the coastal cities.
Seamus went here often…or, rather, regularly, coming out randomly within a two month period that belied any repetitive schedule, but like clockwork he’d reappear within the given timeframe and hit one of the busiest sections of the tourist sector, where millions of people, mostly non-natives, would be congregating for holidays and vacations, allowing him to mix with the masses and lose himself in the Antarctic travelers.
Except that with the ‘intrusive’ surveillance there was a record of his movement…hard as it was to track. David had to go through frame after frame, losing sight of the man behind obstacles and other people, then reacquiring view of him again briefly before repeating the process. He had building security helping him go through the local feeds, but the ones he was pulling down from other Antarctic locations he was accessing by himself, having identified 3 probably drop locations and working on a fourth as he tracked Seamus’s movements to another sector of the coastal city.
The man didn’t carry any luggage or packages to be exchanged, he simply traveled about and ducked inside various venues where the security feeds didn’t go. He’d come back out at a reasonable time and return to the civilian flow, working his way back to the transit terminal and promptly back to the colonial building where he worked. 
David was convinced he was up to something. Had he been going to the same location, then there could possibly have been an explanation…a friend or relative, or perhaps even some activity he was fond of, but by switching venues in a circuit at random, it pretty much ruled out any habitual activity.
All of that had already been confirmed by Davis’s investigation, but David was trying to pick out a bit more from the raw feeds. The man had to be doing more than just relaying messages, and David was paying close attention to the man’s bodyline whenever he had a clean camera view…which he could then zoom in for closer examination.
He was looking for a clean shot of the Seamus’s chest on the current footage, flipping between different cameras as he walked down a crowded internal boulevard that sported a slew of shops, one of which the man had spent all of 5 minutes in, coming out with no visible package. 
David stopped one of the feeds, backtracking a few frames and then enlarging what he had onto a side monitor. From there he zoomed in, confirming a slight bulge using an analysis program on the man’s clothing. 
Left chest internal pocket…same as before. 
Which again confirmed him as a recipient of another drop rather than the courier. That made sense, given that the people he was theoretically contacting were on a one-way trip towards a new colony. The question was…what was he passing along?
So far none of the local cameras had caught any potential contacts, and the classrooms were on the surveillance grid. Davis’s people hadn’t found anything suspicious in them, and he imagined they’d listened through session after session trying to gleam any tidbits of information that could have been verbally passed on in a number of different languages. 
David knew there was something here, he just wasn’t thinking outside the box. The Word was devious and operated in the cracks where traditional methodology didn’t reach…meaning what in this case?
“Where is he now?” David asked.
“In the classroom,” one of the gold/white uniformed security officers informed him, glancing over at a live feed for confirmation. “He should be there for another 5 hours if his schedule holds.”
“Grab me a magic wand. I’m going for a walk.”
  
Jason walked around the perimeter of the darkened sparring ring, moving to Morgan’s left side as she stood near the center, unable to see her opponent but not needing much more than a sound to direct her concussion waves in the approximate direction. She’d knocked him down twice so far, but he was up on her 6-2, having snuck in to close range and taken her down to the mat from a variety of angles. Each time he did she adapted, and he to her as they both learned new combat strengths and weaknesses.
“Here kitty, kitty, kitty,” Morgan taunted as she slowly twisted around, not talking much so she could listen for Jason’s movements. 
He knew better than to respond, for an invisible wave could come back his way a second after he spoke. That was how Morgan had got her first takedown. 
Jason reached his right leg out, hovering his foot above the ground for a moment as he ‘looked’ at Morgan. Her arms were partially up, ready to throw some energy wherever she needed, but he’d learned it took her a moment to charge up so if he acted fast he had a chance to rush her.
That wasn’t the plan though.
Holding his leg out to the side he bent down on his left knee a bit, leaning that way as he lifted his foot up a few more inches before smacking it down on the mat, then pushing off towards his left as he dived out of the way.
As expected Morgan threw a concussion wave toward the sound. The two meter-wide blast missed Jason as he ducked to the side, dragging his left foot across the mat into a pivot and running straight in towards her.
To Morgan’s credit, she got her arm turned towards him, though all she had to work with was the sound of his half dozen steps. As she summoned another burst of energy Jason slid feet first underneath her arm and slipped directly underneath her spread legs, wrapping his arms around her knees and tipping her over face first into the mat.
His head got pinned underneath her body in the process, but that didn’t matter. He shoved her legs off to the side and stood up, flicking back on his spherical sight that had turned off when he got smooshed underneath her shorts. 
“Seven,” he noted, standing back up and seeing her do the same from behind him. Jason was really starting to like being able to see every direction at once, even if it did pull some extra mental energy to sustain it longer than a few seconds…but that again was the point of these bouts. To push both of them into uncomfortable areas and give their bodies a chance to adapt.
“Center?” she asked, not being able to see where the ring was.
Jason walked over and pushed her by the shoulders into position and backed up, sidestepping as quietly as he could so she hopefully couldn’t track him.
Morgan drew in a slow breath and stood up to her full height, lowering her arms to the sides and splaying her fingers out wide, drawing a frown from Jason. He held still and waited, trying to figure out what she was doing because she wasn’t in position to throw off energy like she normally did…then he got the feeling she was going to go big and try a spherical attack, despite how much it would drain her of energy. 
He knelt down slowly, positioning his right foot behind him to brace for the blast but Morgan didn’t move. She just held still as a statue.
Jason really wanted to say something, but knew he couldn’t so he just waited. 
Eventually a smile crept onto Morgan’s face, a little at first, as if she was unsure about something, then it blossomed into full mocking mode as she twisted her body and pointed her left hand down towards him.
A directed blast hit him, and it was all he could do to keep from getting knocked over, but he held his exaggerated track start pose, only to see Morgan coming towards him and sweep kicking his forward leg out. 
With that physical contact made and registered in her mind, Morgan quickly got her hands on Jason’s body and they wrestled around with him losing his spherical sight in the process. That little hiccup gave her the advantage and he quickly found himself smacked back down onto the mat with Morgan sitting on top of him.
He flicked his spherical sight back on and saw the grainy image of her ghostly face smiling at him.
“I…see…you,” she said in a poor imitation of Sauron. 
“You have glowrods in those eyes now?”
“Well, I saw you. It’s completely black now,” she said, not letting him up.
“You developing a newfound crush on me?” Jason teased.
“No…just trying to do it again.”
“Do what? Is there something with your eyes?”
“Where’s your head at?” Morgan asked, feeling up his chest until she got her hands on the side of his face. She leaned forward and kissed him on the head, but missed and hit him in the right eye. “That’s two, sweetheart.”
“That’s three, actually,” he said, frowning. She didn’t usually act like this.
“Nope…two,” she insisted, tapping on his chest twice. “And I’m pretty sure I have you to thank for it.”
“Wait…” he said, reassessing what she meant by ‘I see you,’ and the fact that she’d known right where he was on that last concussion wave.
“It didn’t last long, but I saw you. I’ve been getting little blips the past two days, and always when I’m sparring with you. I think you’re turning me on, boy.”
“Spherical sight?” Jason asked, just to be sure.
“If it looks like a grainy black and white radar image?”
“What did I look like?” Jason said, keenly interested.
“Couldn’t see your face or arms or legs. Just a whitish blob low to the floor…and I could see the floor.”
“How far?”
“About a foot past you. Everything further out kind of just didn’t exist.”
“Did it turn on by itself?”
“No…I kind of coaxed it out. Sort of a Jedi trance thing. How do you do it?”
“It had a mind of its own in the beginning, then I just found the switch. I don’t know how to explain it. It was like finding a third arm I never knew I had. How do you explain how to mentally move your arm?”
“Point.”
“So…are you going to get off me or are we going to make out?”
“If you insist,” Morgan said, leaning forward and finding his nose, then moving down to kiss him on the lips for a split second before she couldn’t help but snicker. 
Jason playfully punched her in the gut and flipped her off him, then got to his feet. “You’re in a good mood.”
“New powers do that for me,” she said, not knowing where exactly to look, given that the room was still pitch black.
Jason didn’t have that problem. “What did you mean about me helping?”
“I think your energy field is prodding mine,” she said, her playfulness gone. “Now that it’s happened once, fully, I should be able to exploit it…but I would ask that we keep training in the dark so I can soak up your effect as much as possible. I’m guessing the others aren’t as strong.”
“I don’t know about field strength, but mine is more sensitive and has longer range…however that works.”
“Is that a yes?”
“Sure. I want to keep an eye on you anyway.”
“It’s a lot worse than you’re letting on, isn’t it?”
“Ahh…” Jason sighed, not liking the question.
“Come on.”
He walked over next to her and sat down on the mat where she was sprawled out and touched her shoulder so she knew he was there. “It was. I’m past the worst of it now.”
“Scary?”
“Like you’re going to die and there’s nothing you can do about it,” he admitted. “I hate feeling helpless.”
“Have you had time to read my log?”
“No, but I did hear about the gravity trap.”
“I should be dead,” Morgan said, with Jason hearing something in her voice that he didn’t like. “I was dead. The gravity was crushing me, there was a shield in my way, and I only had a tiny pistol, not enough to get through the shield, not to mention that I couldn’t lift it. I’d walked into a trap and they had me dead to rights. The others died, and I should be dead too. I’m glad I’m not, but it doesn’t feel right. It feels like…total luck. I screwed up. I didn’t deserve to live.”
“Hey…that doesn’t sound like you at all.”
“I don’t know what happened, Jason. And it still freaks me out sometimes.”
“How did you get out?”
“I was stuck on the floor, tipping the pistol and firing into the shield. I levered my shoulder up so I could lean against it, hoping to add some more disruption and after a few tries I fell through. In retrospect I figured out it was the concussive energy manifesting. It disrupted the shield enough for me and the pistol to come through. After that I was almost dead anyway, but I crawled down a hallway and into a room with machinery and just fired off a few shots at random. I couldn’t see well and I still don’t know how I hit what I needed to.”
“The gravity shut down and I woke up floating in the room. After that I managed to get through the ship to the hangar bays where the Calavari recovered me.”
“Well the lucky shot I can understand,” Jason said, trying to work it through for her, “but the shield was all you. However the ability manifested, it was your body that produced it and got you through.”
“I know, I know…my brain does, anyway, but I still remember what it felt like on the other side. I was dead and I knew it. I never should have put myself in that situation. I deserved to die and I didn’t.”
Jason saw a ‘shiny’ tear roll down her black and white face so he scooted close to her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled his face in close opposite from hers and tipped their foreheads together.
“If the others had survived, barely, would it still bother you? If you’d knocked out the gravity in time, and they lived, busted up royally but lived, would you still be kicking yourself?”
“That’s not the problem, Jason. I mean, it was, but I got over it. I didn’t like losing them or the Calavari, but I know sometimes things just go wrong and you have to move on. We learned that from the Black Knight lots of times. I know how to lose.”
“So what is it?”
“It’s like…the enemy got inside my defenses and is still there. I’m still scared.”
Jason didn’t say anything for a few seconds, nor did Morgan. She just sat, letting Jason hold her in the silence. He shut off his spherical sight so he was in the same boat as her, then finally whispered in her ear.
“Me too, sis. That’s why I want to make sure you and the others don’t have to go through what I did. I was dead too. And I don’t have an explanation for why I pulled out of it. I’m not out of the woods yet, so maybe me still being in combat mode gives me some perspective. You can’t go back to the gravity trap, so you’ve only got a few memories to work through, and those alter with time. My enemy is still in my head, hammering away. It’s not the same beast it was, but the fear is lying there under the surface. I’ve got it under control for now, but since I really don’t know what I’m doing, there’s always the worry that it’ll get worse again and I won’t be able to stop it a second time.”
Morgan reached up and ran her fingers through his hair, a silent way of saying thanks while she was too choked up to talk.
“Then,” Jason added, changing the tone, “I remember that Paul would gladly trade places with me. He hates that I’ve got Jedi powers and he doesn’t.”
“Ha,” Morgan laughed. “He would.”
They didn’t say anything else for a few seconds, then Morgan wiggled her way free and stood up, pulling Jason up with her. “I think Davis was right to recall us. Our best bet is always working together.”
“Something we rarely get to do nowadays.”
“War aside, I think we need to make a change there.”
“I think you’re right,” Jason agreed.
“Now,” Morgan said, swiping away the moisture around her eyes. “You wanna have another go or find some second gens to knock around?”
“They are getting a bit cocky with their new powers, low level as they are.”
“I was thinking the same. Now,” she said, grabbing hold of Jason’s hand, partly gesture, partly necessity in the pitch black, “show me where the door is.”
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David passed the small, pencil-like ‘magic wand’ over the alpha numeric keypad/swipecard box in the residential area of City/Building #35 and remotely unlocked Seamus Kilmeade’s quarters. The door slid aside to reveal a modest, yet compact living area with three doorways leading to other rooms. It was neat, but not too neat, with a few scattered items laying around without any actual trash or grime. 
David stepped inside and shut the door behind him, then began a visual sweep of the living area. One wall had a large video screen, with another having a morphable mural that changed from dull orange to blue as he watched, emitting a low glow along with depicting a fantasy landscape. It wasn’t holographic, but rather another type of video screen…one intended to give the occupant a sense of having a ‘window’ while inside the giant cube of the building, as well as to visually make up for the tight confines.
David had never been the claustrophobic type, unless he was being restrained in some way. A small room was just a small room, but these types of murals apparently helped many individuals with both the transition to an interior, urban lifestyle, as well as prepping them for life on airless planetoids or space stations where there literally was no ‘outside’ to go strolling through. Star Force facilities usually had interior parks of some sort, along with spacious warrens for people to mingle through and this city/building was no exception, but given the newb status of most of the occupants, the murals had become standard issue in all the building’s quarters.
This set had a single chair in the center of the room facing the video screen. It was plush, but where most units had a couch or two this one did not, belying that the man who inhabited it did not feel the need to welcome guests. On the wall opposite the video screen and next to the three doorways there was a small table with a high stool, on top of which was a comm terminal and an assortment of items. David walked over and visually ran through the lot, seeing nothing uncommon. 
He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he suspected that whatever the operative was doing here had to be happening where he knew there was no surveillance. There were small items coming into his quarters…that much they’d been able to confirm from hallway monitors. He’d never been seen leaving with anything in his chest pocket, but the trouble was there were many places on the body to hide such things that wouldn’t be visible.
David was pretty sure this operative wasn’t that cagey. If he was pocketing the package in his chest pocket upon arrival he doubted he would smuggle it any other way coming from his quarters…meaning that whatever it contained was probably still here.
He had to be passing something on to the colonists moving out, David was sure of it, but nothing had shown up on visual records. That left these quarters as the end of the thread, meaning there had to be something here.
The fourth wall, bordering the hallway outside, was blank, standing in stark contrast to the mural on the opposite side. At the end of both were two doorways, with the third on the mural side nearby the table. David walked the perimeter of the room three times, checking in every nook and cranny he could find, but there wasn’t much to search through. The room had almost no furniture and looked like it hadn’t been lived in more than a week, though that wasn’t the case. 
Next he checked the restroom, which was on the hallway side of the table. It was also spartan, with the cabinets full of little items but nothing overly important. Toothpaste, shaving kit, makeup, anti-acne ointment. 
David frowned, taking a second look at the makeup. He opened the lid on the small circle and saw several shades to choose from, all skin tone, one of which was half gone. 
Interesting, David thought. A guy with makeup, but no social life? You’re hiding something. Tattoo maybe? Or a wound?
He set the makeup back down exactly where it had been and moved on, finding no other items of interest. Next he searched the structure of the room, trying to see if there were any secret hideaways. Lastly he checked the shower tube, noticing nothing significant other than the fact that it was a walk-in model rather than a vertical entrance. 
David left the door to it open, as it had been, and checked the next room whose entrance was on the same wall on the opposite side of the table. There he found the probable cause of the makeup cover up…a bit of blood on the carpet, directly underneath the broken edge of a portable workout kit of shoddy construction. 
Best guess was he slit his shoulder on the edge while doing dips. One of the modular pullouts had a nub tapped over heavily, padding it against another cut rather than buying a new unit. The guy was cheap, as well as clumsy…and the fact that he didn’t want to go to the communal workout areas further hinted that this guy spent most of his time in his quarters, but doing what?
At least he worked out…or tried to. David couldn’t say as much for most people, and doing this kind of upper body work wasn’t going to help him on his running quals, so it must have been self-interest or vanity…which was also odd for an operative that seemed to want no social life other than from his official interactions with his students.
The workout room was otherwise empty aside from a series of shelves built into the wall. They had an earbud mount on them, which Seamus obviously used for workout music, but then again earbud technology could be used for a lot of other things as well. David walked over and gave it a closer look, but everything seemed standard and there wasn’t anything else on the shelves so moved on and tried the fourth room.
It was small, with a bed built into a wall niche and storage compartments above, with a closet on the right and more storage on the left. David pulled open each drawer and cabinet, looking through without rifling. He took his magic wand out and pressed a button on the side, then proceeded to sweep a blue laser guideline through the man’s clothes and other possessions, looking for hidden electronics and other items that would give a response ping from the sensor. 
He moved through three large drawers of clothes finding nothing till he opened the fourth to three stacks of folded shirts smooshed together in a compartment only wide enough to hold two and a half. David spotted the upturned corner of one of the stacks immediately, but got no ping from the wand as he ran it over the drawer. 
He put the device back in his pants pocket and gently lifted up the shirts in the corner in a manner that he could pivot them back down in approximately the same position, then he reached a hand down into the nook and discovered an object beneath. David pulled out the small, flat box and laid the shirts back down, realizing that it was the same approximate shape as the bulge in the man’s chest pocket from the surveillance footage.
David popped open the hinged top, revealing four slots. Three were empty, but the last one contained a tiny vile of dark liquid that looked like blood. In the top of the case there were another four slots, but these were shaped differently and likewise contained only one item…an injector assembly small enough to fit in the palm of your hand.
David pulled it out and undid the strap, which he quickly discovered slipped onto his index and middle finger as a pair. A small mechanical box was attached to the strap with a recessed needle tip, along with a receptacle that matched the end of the liquid tube. 
It’s an injector…so why would he have blood?
David’s eyes widened and stared at the vile, glancing back and forth between it and the injector.
“Son of a bitch,” he whispered, realizing that the blood wasn’t the point. It was merely the transport vector. Inject one of the outgoing colonists and they’d carry whatever was in the vial with them through Star Force’s transportation network where it could be recovered at the other end by another operative. Question was…what was in the blood?
David’s mind flashed back to the drops on the floor in the other room…then dismissed it as coincidence. The machine had been broken and taped over, and he knew Seamus hadn’t had any visitors in his quarters…ever. So unless he was injecting himself and was really clumsy with it, the blood didn’t come from the vials.
The other three were missing, and with three more slots for more injectors he assumed they were meant to be disposable…so probably a trash can. Best bet would be the restrooms, meet up with the target inside, inject him, dispose of the device, and be back out without delay. David had monitored his restroom visits between classes, trying to see if he was meeting up with someone inside but he hadn’t established a pattern. If this was a one-off drop, and the individual he was injecting would leave the planet shortly thereafter, then there would be no pattern to pick up…and since everyone had to use the restroom regularly there was no suspicious activity to flag. 
This was all speculation, he knew, but his instincts told him he’d found the smoking gun…plus, he had no legitimate idea for why someone would be injecting themselves with such a small amount of blood. He flirted with the idea of trying to tag and follow whoever he injected next, but with only one vial left he quickly dismissed that idea. This one was going to the medtechs for analysis.
David took the injector off his fingers and placed it back in its slot, then closed and pocketed the case before leaving the tiny bedroom. He opened and then relocked the door to the hallway, then used the comm unit included in the wand to contact security.
“I want these quarters locked down until I can get a sweeper team here. Post a guard 24/7. No one in or out.”
“What about Kilmeade?” the security officer asked.
“I’ll handle him. Is he still in class?”
“They just went on break. He should be back in the classroom within the next 10 minutes. I don’t think he’ll come all the way back to his quarters. He’s in the restroom at the moment.”
“Get a cell ready and have a medical team standing by with scanning equipment. I want him sedated until we can arrange for transport.”
“Scanning for what?”
“Mechanical implants.”
There was a slight pause before an acknowledgement came back. “I’ll pass the word along. Do you want backup?”
“No, just get the quarters locked down and the cell ready. No alerts or anything else to tip him off.”
“Copy that. We’ll be waiting.”
David clicked off the wand and placed it back in his side pocket, then walked through the sparse hallways of the residential block and into one of the larger traffic flows heading through the gigantic building. He headed towards the instruction chambers that served the tens of thousands of would be colonists, all of which were located in the southern lower quadrant of the structure. On his way there he took a short detour to one of the security checkpoints handling incoming traffic from the trains and walked up towards a pair of security guards overseeing the calm transition of passengers as they passed through a scanning machine.
Both men stood a bit straighter when they saw him and his Archon uniform approach.
“Sir?” one of them asked. 
David pointed a finger at him, then down at his belt. “I need to borrow that.”
“My weapon?” the guard asked, a bit confused.
“Yes. Belt too. I’m in a hurry.”
The man undid the buckle and handed him the stinger pistol still in the holster. 
“Do you need assistance?” the other guard asked.
“Nope. This will do. Thanks,” David said, turning and walking away quickly as he adjusted the belt to match his waist size. 
“That…was strange,” the guard said after he was gone.
“You think something is up?”
“Has to be…otherwise why would he need a weapon?”
“Think I should head back and grab another?”
“Not until we get a replacement. If something is going down we don’t want to leave this station undermanned.”
“Easy for you to say, you’re still got your stinger.”
  
“Recuerde, el adjetivo viene antes del sustantivo. Por tanto el botón rojo se dice ‘red button,” Kilmeade said in Spanish to a class of some 50 students in a tiny amphitheater as David walked in the side door, drawing the attention of some of the students but Seamus didn’t notice him until he started to mount the short staircase that led to the speaking podium, probably having assumed he was another student coming into class late.
When he did see him he stuttered, then held David’s gaze admirably with only a bit of quiver that quickly disappeared. 
“Yes?” he asked casually, noticing as the students did his white Archon uniform.
“Instructor Kilmeade, can I have the word?” he said, deliberately mispronouncing the phrase.
A flash of recognition crossed the man’s eyes and David knew he’d guessed correctly. Before the man could respond the Archon took a half step to the left and brought his right arm up in a side-fisted cross and popped the operative in the side of the head, sending him spinning to the floor.
A collective sound of exasperation came from the students, but before any of them could so much as mouth a word David drew the pistol with his left hand and shot Kilmeade in the chest three times, insuring that he was quite unconscious. 
The Archon reholstered his pistol and casually looked out over the wide-eyed students.
“Class dismissed,” he said with a smirk, thumbing towards the door.
The lot took the hint and hurried out nervously, sensing that they weren’t in danger but too agitated to stay around and ask about what had just happened. There were any number of rumors floating around about the Archons, but the one constant amongst them all was that they weren’t to be trifled with.
Once they were gone David laid Kilmeade out on his back and searched his body, finding nothing of interest in his pockets and no marks on his neck other than a bit of paint splatter. Out of curiosity he unzipped the Star Force-made civilian shirt across the shoulder and down the left side until it came undone, then he flipped the man over on his face and pulled the back off. As he’d guessed the man had a fairly recent cut across his left deltoid that had sealed over, but it wasn’t patched. He probably hadn’t wanted to see a medic because questions might have been asked, so he’d just stopped the bleeding himself and was letting it heal unaugmented.
David pulled the back of the shirt in place and zipped it up again, then flipped him over right side up and examined his face. It took a few moments, but he eventually ran a finger across his left jaw and came up with a bit of makeup on his finger. He proceeded to rub it off the man’s face enough to see another thin gash, made all the more evident by the tiny droplets of blood oozing out now that he’d broken the scab. 
That took care of that little mystery, given that the cut was on the same side of his body. 
David picked the man up by the waist as if he were nothing more than a toy and tossed him over his shoulder, despite the fact that the man was two inches taller and weighed a good 15 pounds more than he did. It looked a bit comical, and he cringed a bit as he realized he was smearing paint all over his white uniform, but David nonchalantly carried the unconscious man across the platform, down the stairs, and out the door into the hallway, drawing stares from passerbys and a few of the students that had been brave enough to stick around and see what happened next.
“Relax guys,” David said casually as he passed them by. “No homework for today.”
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“Scans are clean, Archon,” a female medtech said, having been brought in with a specialized team on an overnight flight from Atlantis. “No Dargomir is present in the subject’s body, so far as we can tell. It’s possible there are isolated pockets, but to date all the data I’ve received indicates thorough distribution throughout the body, and we’re detected none here.”
“Good,” David said, arms crossed over his chest as he looked into the cell where the unconscious operative lay with a pair of medtechs hovering over him. “Anything else I should know?”
“He has a mild concussion, along with previous lacerations on his shoulder and face that haven’t completely healed. No signs of surgical augmentation of any fashion.”
David nodded. “Wake him and leave. I’ll take it from here.”
The woman nodded and gestured to the other medtech, who injected Kilmeade with a destunning serum before walking out of the cell. As he worked his way back to consciousness David activated the energy shield and stood waiting for him to wake up as the medtechs left the room.
“What…happened?” Kilmeade asked as he sat up, holding his hand against the throbbing in his head…then he noticed the Archon standing behind the glowing barrier. “Why did you hit me and why am I here?”
“You’ve been found out,” David said simply. “We confiscated your last blood injection, along with your data files. I believe your next appointment was a Tankana Walkowski?”
The man’s eyes went wide, but he kept his mouth shut.
“When we hired you, it was for instructional purposes only. I’m pretty sure somewhere in the contract we mentioned you weren’t allowed to work for the opposition.”
“I’m not employed by anyone else. What are you talking about?”
“I didn’t say ‘employed,’ I said ‘working for,’” David clarifying using quote fingers. “Just so you know, Star Force and The Word have already been formally introduced. Been playing a bit of a chess game and, guess what, you’re one of the pawns we just took.”
“And what are you, a knight?”
“An Archon.”
“I know what you are, I meant metaphorically,” Kilmeade said with an instructor’s tone.
“There’s no equivalent piece on the board for us. Chess is a limited game. Star Force likes to fashion its own pieces.”
“So what is it that I’m actually being accused of doing? What law have I broken?”
“Uh…working for the wrong side.”
“You can’t put me in jail for that,” Kilmeade argued, finally standing up and walking towards the blue force field. 
“Dude, we caught you. There’s no trial by jury with Star Force or lawyers you can use to worm your way out of this. You got caught. End of story.”
Kilmeade rubbed his head again. “So what, you’re going to lock me up and throw away the key?”
“Haven’t decided yet. But Star Force does operate its own prisons. They don’t get very full because we really don’t care what you do so long as you don’t cause trouble. That said, we do have a regular flow of smugglers cycling through. So maybe you’ll have some company after all.”
“Oh, wait,” David said before the man could respond. “That’s right. Star Force prisons function on isolation protocols. You won’t see anyone once you go in. No inmates, no guards…not a single living person. You’ll have plenty of things to do to keep you busy, or you can just sit and rot if you like, but you’ll be completely cut off from society until you get out, so if you feel like talking this will probably be one of your last chances.”
Kilmeade shook his head firmly. “You can’t just throw civilians away like that. You have to have some judicial procedures in place.”
David smiled. “Nope.”
“Come now,” Kilmeade said, disbelievingly as he sat back down on the single bench inside the cell. “Star Force has all manner of rules. You want me to believe they don’t also have a justice code?”
“We’re not interested in playing games, only ferreting out the truth. Once we have it, we decide what to do with you. You should be grateful, actually, since we don’t execute prisoners.”
“You still haven’t stated what rule I’ve broken.”
David frowned. “Let me make it more plain then. You’re one of the bad guys.”
“Depending on your point of view.”
“I’m willing to hear yours.”
“Are you the one that decides what happens to me?”
“Pretty much.”
“So Archons can do anything and everything they want?” 
“We’re in charge,” David answered simply, not sure which way this guy was leaning.
“Of the military. I thought the civilian side of Star Force was out of your jurisdiction?”
“You heard wrong.”
“Did I? I’m starting to get the idea that you’re just trying to squeeze information out of me before the actual authorities arrive.”
“Ha!” David said, walking around in a small circle with a bemused look on his face. “For an intelligence organization that has supposedly infiltrated our ranks, The Word is really clueless on a lot of simple stuff. The Director and the Archons run Star Force. There’s no jurisdiction involved, no politics, no internal wrangling. We all get along and share responsibilities. Ferreting you out was one of mine, so I get to decide what happens to you.”
“There’s always politics,” Kilmeade said dismissively.
“The young ones always say that.”
The man frowned. “Just how old are you?”
David sighed and pointed to the silver stripe running down the side of his white sleeve. “You see this. Good luck earning one of these before you hit 100.”
“You want me to believe you’re more than a century old? Best guess is you’re 20, maybe 25.”
David looked at him oddly. “Are you even part of The Word or just a stooge? Do you really know that little...wait, check that, most of the populace knows how old Archons are, and a lot of them know what our uniform colors mean. How can you be so dense, especially when you’re getting paid by us?”
“I’m a linguist. I help people learn to communicate with each other. I have few interests aside from that, so my knowledge of the rest of society may be deemed as lacking. I don’t see that as a fault, merely specialization.”
David pointed a finger at him, but refrained from touching the energy field in between. “That’s the most reasonable thing you’ve said thus far. So, your pathetic workouts. A hobby?”
Kilmeade glared. “What do you mean, pathetic?”
“Dude,” David said emphatically, thumbing at his own chest. “Archon.”
“Meaning what?”
“Did I really smack you that hard, or are you just playing dumb?”
“What’s wrong with my workouts?”
“Why didn’t you use the proper equipment that we supplied you with, rather than buying that cheap ass stuff in your quarters?”
“So you searched through my stuff too?”
David hesitated for a moment, unsure whether or not all of this was really a bluff. This guy was acting like he wasn’t that sharp, and David was starting to believe part of it.
“Where did you think we found the blood vial?”
“Star Force says it respects people’s privacy within their quarters. So now you just search them at random?”
“You’re working for our enemy. You have no grounds to complain, Seamus.”
“What’s it matter what the equipment costs, so long as it gets the job done?”
“Your cuts, for one. It broke while you were doing dips, didn’t it?”
Kilmeade frowned. “You have a camera in there, don’t you?”
“Didn’t need one. The placement of your cuts and the piece of the machine that you tapped over don’t leave very many options. Also, I noticed your arms are larger than average. Not hard to deduce what happened.”
“I prefer to train alone, and I couldn’t afford the larger models. Until it snapped I didn’t have any complaints.”
“Where do you run?”
“I don’t. All my workouts are lifts.”
“That…is why your workouts are pathetic. You’ve got to have the cardio to boost you towards self-sufficiency…you do know what that is, right?”
“Yes I know. I read the Star Force fitness manual. What’s cardio have to do with it? I thought any workouts would increase your healing ability.”
David was confused as to how inept this operative was but he was definitely sensing an opening, so he decided to pursue it. 
“Efficiency is the key. For that you need lots of reps. When you run you get thousands of cycles on your body, even in a short workout. When you lift you only get a handful. They’re more powerful, which induces more muscular strength and new muscle fibers being added if you overdo it, but it won’t boost efficiency. Efficiency will reduce your attrition, as well as making your body capable of doing progressively greater workouts…which will then further increase your healing ability, allowing you to attain self-sufficiency.”
“That wasn’t in the manual.”
“Yeah it is,” David said, crossing his arms over his chest again. “But don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of time to read in prison. Plus you’ll have all the workout gear you need. You can actually diminish your stay by completing workouts, so you’ll get in better shape during your solitude if you choose to. Was that part of your plan?”
“What do you mean, part of my plan?”
“Knowing that you’d be able to train at a higher level than ever before, all by yourself, once we caught you? Was that a perk The Word mentioned when they assigned you to this mission?”
“My training is a private hobby.”
“So what, they told you to expect a traditional prison if you got caught?”
“The subject never came up.”
Bingo…first crack.
“You had to know this wouldn’t last forever.”
“Lots of people work for Star Force. I’m just one of the many. You weren’t supposed to notice.”
“We did.”
“Obviously. Mind telling me how?”
“One of your students,” David lied.
Kilmeade lowered his head. “How’d you catch them?”
“Just kidding,” the Archon said, adding another data point to his mental list. “Most people don’t go on vacation for a few hours. You should have stuck around for a while, gave yourself some more obvious cover story for why you were coming and going.”
“They told me to keep everything to a minimum to avoid drawing suspicion…and you’re saying that’s what led you to me?”
“That, and the fact that one of their other operatives mouthed off that they’d infiltrated us so we started looking harder…and found you,” he finished with a sarcastic smile.
“So much for ‘mind your own business and you won’t get picked up,’” Kilmeade scoffed.
“Is that why you were training in your quarters?”
“Yes.”
“As I said, you’ll have better training facilities to work with from now on.”
“I still don’t get that. Why give your prisoners stuff?”
“More like borrow, but I get your question. You’re not the first to ask, by the way. The basic point is, if we wanted you dead we’d just kill you, so why lock you away in a cage where you’ll rot to death or get killed by other inmates? Kinda counterproductive. This way, we isolate you, don’t harm a hair on your head, and drive you insane with the isolation. Now, for me and others in Star Force the isolation wouldn’t be a problem, but for weak-minded people with a pack mentality it is. You can call it revenge…or an impetus for change.”
“Rehabilitation?”
David shook his head in the negative. “Change comes from within. It can’t be forced. It can be heavily encouraged, but not forced. So, you can sit on your butt and stagnate if you want, or choose from a list of activities that we feel will be beneficial for you…and if you haven’t noticed, we really like training.”
“So how long are you going to give me?”
David uncrossed his arms and planted his hands on his hips. “Depends how much you actually did. I’ve got people digging through things, are they going to turn up more than just the blood injections?”
Kilmeade sighed. “No, that was my sole purpose here. They tell me who and when, then the student finds me right before graduation, I inject them, they move on, and I wait for the next person on the list.”
“Where are you injecting them?”
Kilmeade pointed to his inner right elbow. “Easiest veins to hit and doesn’t leave a visible mark if you’re wearing long sleeves like the neck would.”
“I meant the location in the city.”
“They told me the hallways were monitored, so I had to use the restrooms…the target would show up, say a code phrase to confirm identification, then I’d find a little privacy or diversion and inject them. Sometimes all it took was one of us having our back to whoever else was in there. Nothing complicated.”
“What did you do with the injector?”
“There’s a button to press after use that causes it to disintegrate. Never stuck around to watch how. I just hit it and tossed it in the trash, like I was told.”
“Were any of the contacts in your classes?”
“Two were prior to my being given instructions, but at that point they’d already moved on to other instructors. I handle the basic linguistic translation, so the ones I’ve got aren’t near to leaving. Something about the liquid was time-sensitive, which was why they had to be injected right before they left.”
“You call it liquid, why?”
“That’s all I know. It looked like blood to me, but they never said and I never asked.”
“What were you getting out of this?”
“A job that pays 5 times what this one does, after I complete my stay here.”
“That’s it?”
“That and a philosophical justification. Why, were you expecting more?”
“So you’re more of a contract case rather than a member of The Word?”
“Both small and large, we are all The Word. There’s no mission too small, for all support one another in building the structure that will take Humanity back to our rightful place.”
“Team mantra?”
“Something like that. Then again, they also told me I wouldn’t get caught, so who knows.”
“What made you think they’d come through with the job afterwards and not just cut you loose?”
“They said the job would be a step up in the organization, so it wasn’t so much a payoff as a promotion. They’re not just going to let someone in that hasn’t proven themselves.”
“So this was an initiation?”
“You could say so.”
“How much information were you given about the organization?”
“About an hour long speech. After that the only contact I’ve had was at the drop points and the contact lists. How’d you unscramble those anyway?”
“It wasn’t that hard when the instructions were still in your files.”
A weird expression crossed Kilmeade’s face. “I never had an instruction file.”
“It was deleted, but not all the way.”
The man facepalmed. “I wrote a note to remind myself the first time, then got rid of it. You’re saying it was still on there?” 
“Computers have a way of backing up lots of things.”
“So you know who that last vial was going to?”
“Yes.”
“Are you picking him up?”
“Is there a reason we shouldn’t?”
“Have you picked him up yet?” he insisted.
“Not yet.”
“Can I get a lighter sentence if I help you?”
David frowned. “Meaning what?”
“I don’t know where they go, but if you know who it is you can follow them down the line…if I inject him as expected.”
“That’s assuming word of me punching you in the face and carrying you across the building over my back hasn’t gotten around to him.”
“Oh…hadn’t thought about that. You carried me through the halls?”
“I’m a lot stronger than I look.”
“It might still be worth a try?” he pressed.
“So what happened to your philosophical loyalty?”
“It died.”
“What was their selling point, by the way?”
Seamus sighed, figuring there was no harm in explaining fully, now that he realized he wasn’t getting out of this. “Meat. There are very few places you can get it nowadays, thanks to you. My father took me hunting as a child and I grew fond of the taste of the wildlife cooked over a campfire. So their pitch to return things to the way they used to be while improving on the mistakes of the past had something tangible for me to hold on to…that and the assignment seemed a pathetically easy inroad to the organization.”
“How’d you even learn of the organization?”
“They found me…I don’t know how. Guess they did their homework, because the hunting was brought up as one of the first complaints against you guys, along with a list of others, most of which I didn’t care about. I actually like how you’re defending the planet and all…assuming that isn’t a gigantic hoax?”
“It’s not. So why help take us down if you want us defending the planet?”
Kilmeade frowned. “The Word isn’t trying to take you down. Fighting a civil war would do more harm than good. They’re changing things from the inside, which is why they have to stay hidden. They didn’t say, but I got the feeling the injections were some sort of message being carried. They assured me there wasn’t anything dangerous, like a disease or something, just an injection that had to be given within a certain timeframe. I thought it might also be some type of medication or drug, but nanites holding a message or something made more sense. Do you know what it is?”
“It’s undergoing analysis now, but I can tell you that it is blood. Were the contacts always delivered singly?”
“Yes, but I couldn’t make drops that often, so they’d give me a set of liquids that I’d wait on. Each one was different. They insisted that I didn’t get them mixed up.”
“Can you give us the names of your other contacts?”
“I deleted the messages…can’t you pull them back out of cyberspace too?”
“No. The instructions were a document on your tablet. The messages weren’t. How’d you know where to look for them?”
“If I tell you that, you can backdate them, I assume? They’re in public documents. Surely those haven’t been deleted?”
“No they’re not.”
Kilmeade smiled. “I can give you the most recent few from memory, then maybe a few more. They updated the key each time I picked up the vials.”
“Who was your most recent contact, and when?”
“Harold Smithison. About two weeks ago. The 3rd I think. I don’t usually remember past one. I’d write it down, but they told me not to, so I make myself remember until it happens. The previous code cypher was ran…random kitty. That was good for 5 people.”
“I think I’ll arrange for your prison stay to be…oh…let’s say about 2 years. If you complete the training programs that’ll decrease considerably…or lengthen based on bad behavior. It’s all up to you. If this information, or anything else you can provide us, turns out to be valuable in some way, I’ll see that your pay continues…that way you’ll have a tidy little sum built up by the time you get out.”
Kilmeade half smiled, not liking the idea of going to prison but favoring the terms the Archon was offering. “I can live with that.”
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David ducked just in time for a tiny ‘thud’ to zip by his ear, missing his shoulder. The mundane ball hit the far wall, compressing on impact so as to give little rebound. It fell to the ground and rolled towards the exterior of the dark training room where there was a collection tray set into the floor. Gravity pulled it down and in, then it rolled to an intake port and disappeared from the Archon’s spherical sight, though he wasn’t paying attention to it any longer as more thuds were firing out at him from multiple launchers in the walls.
The tiny ball slipped into a mechanized elevator that pulled it up high into the wall and placed it in a dispersion machine, waiting its turn to be sectioned off and returned to one of the launchers in the room when the hopper ran low. That occurred about 40 seconds later and it, along with several dozen other thuds, were scooted through an internal track around the inside of the curved wall and dumped into the weapon’s ammunition store. From there it waited again, before being pulled into another transition chamber, then shifted down into the firing tube.
The barrel tilted slightly within the wall, adjusting to David’s position, tracking his torso, then a bit of compressed air propelled the thud back out again towards its target, but the Archon deftly twisted to the side and let it slide underneath his armpit...then it impacted the far wall and began to repeat the same cycle.
Over and over the little thuds would cycle, giving David an unlimited amount of training time if he chose. This was a staple of Archon agility drills, the trick of it this time was that the room was dark and there was a white noise generator, sounding like an oscillating hiss, that was covering the telltale ‘whiff’ of the thuds coming out of their tubes which normally alerted an Archon from which direction they were coming, giving them a split second or so to react.
With that advantage gone, as well as his sight, the only way David could track the thuds was with his spherical sight…which ironically worked far better than usual for this drill, because he didn’t have to be constantly alert for getting hit in the back when he could ‘see’ everything in the room as if it was in front of him…meaning that, as far as his sensing ability was concerned, he no longer had a back.
The trouble was, both for him and others, that the smaller the object was the less it stood out in his spherical sight…or any other sight for that matter. If David’s ability wasn’t refined enough he wouldn’t be able to sense the thuds coming out of their tubes until they were only a meter or so away, or maybe not even that, meaning that those Archons with a low level spherical sight ability just beginning to manifest couldn’t use this drill until they progressed a bit further, making it something of an alpha dog scenario that currently only he and Jason were developed enough to use.
Not that he was anywhere within Jason’s league. David had worked up to a level 4 setting, compared with the level 37 he managed when the lights were turned on. Jason had already progressed to level 34 with the lights off, blowing David thoroughly out of the water…but it was still a feather in his cap just to be able to use this challenge, and he definitely wanted to stay ahead of the rest of the Archons just now beginning to experiment with level 1 runs.
David had this current scenario set at a simple 10 minutes…no scoring threshold to meet, just gaining experience picking up the fast moving objects on approach and getting his body out of their way in time. When he finished he’d accumulated 57 hits, which averaged out to be one about every 10 seconds. That wasn’t good, but it wasn’t horrible either, considering how many were being spat out of the walls. 
As David exited the chamber he pulled off his safety sunglasses and put them in a rack along with several others of varying size, knowing from experience that he didn’t want to take one of the thuds in an eye socket again. His spherical sight stayed on until he got into the hallway, then it slipped out of focus and disappeared. It had been staying on longer than David liked, but he also appreciated the fact that he didn’t have to focus to keep it active, which allowed his mind to move to other tasks…like evasion, with the sight as an afterthought. It was simply there, like his eyes were, and had become quite natural after so many attempts.
His endurance had skyrocketed as well, with him almost having to concentrate to turn the sense off. Usually he could just relax and it’d knock itself offline, but the more and more he got used to seeing through it his subconscious mind didn’t want to let it go and he had to make more of a mental choice to shut it down.
Right now that wasn’t an issue because he was feeling a bit of fatigue from using it and it slipped off on its own. He had a bit of a headache from the effort, having had to metaphorically ‘squint’ a lot during the drill to catch the thuds coming out of their barrels. If he didn’t he had only a 50/50 chance of picking them up enroute with enough time to evade, so he’d been having to press his spherical sight as much as he could to give him another few hundredths of a second to work with.
To be honest, he wasn’t sure if he was actually doing anything when he ‘squinted’ or just giving his head a brain cramp, but he was trying none the less. Other than Jason’s instruction…which was quite helpful at times…David had to poke and prod around inside his head to figure out how things worked, which a lot of times meant trying the stupid and pointless and seeing if anything happened…and on occasion something would.
As David’s spherical sight released and the hallway returned to his normal vision he felt a release of pressure in his head, now that he wasn’t expending the mental energy to produce the field that allowed him to ‘tactilely’ touch the objects around him to generate the image in his head. Jason had figured it out first, then was later backed up by the medtechs when they confirmed that the energy field being produced was not straight line beams like conventional sensors were. Instead it operated as a cloud that filled in the area around the person, allowing them to ‘see’ the backside of objects as well.
Not that it mattered, but David could ‘see’ the entire way around each of the thuds if he’d had time to concentrate, the same way that Jason could ‘see’ around the perimeter of his favorite marble. Neither of them could see inside objects well, unless they were porous. The energy field could push through lower massed walls, but it was more concentrated with direct access. This the medtechs had also confirmed with multiple studies on Jason and backed up with tests on David and a few others. 
David’s test had been two balls. Both had an inner core that was hollow, one was sealed and the other had a tiny pinprick of a hole. He could see the hollow center on both, but the one with the hole was more distinct, confirming that even though the energy field he was producing could penetrate the material, it also was being restrained by it in some fashion, the exact specifics of which the medtechs hadn’t deduced.
They had, however, come through in several other areas, namely identifying the regions of the brain that were producing the superpowers. Both David and Jason had a growth in their occipital lobes, or rather a reconfiguring of existing tissue into a denser configuration. What had caused the upgrade wasn’t known, but Archons and other Star Force personnel were now being checked for similar growths which would indicate that they were developing the spherical sight ability.
How it worked was still a mystery, but the growths were emitting the energy field, and in the case of Jason’s, the structure was four times larger than David’s, as well as many times denser, almost as if the brain tissue was developing much as muscle would. This wasn’t surprising to the Archons, but it did freak out the medtechs, given that they’d always viewed the brain like a computer core rather than a source of physical output. 
In Jason’s case he also had a second ‘anomaly’ within his brain, located in the back portion of the parietal lobe, that was responsible for the telekinetic energy fields he was capable of producing. They’d also been able to identify new tissue interlinking the two, and the more he developed his abilities through training, the more complicated and intricate the tissue became, almost as if the brain was running new wires between the two to increase processing speed. 
The medtechs had also been able to detect and measure disruptions/anomalies in other portions of his brain, all of which seemed to stem from the new tissue growth, as if it was progressing too fast. That was their assessment, but David put that down to no more than a guess. He’d seen the scans, and could tell that the new areas were the source of the changes, but as to how they were causing them wasn’t clear. The medtechs didn’t understand that training could progress slowly or lightning fast…it was unpredictable, but repetitive, and given the leaps and bounds Jason was making with his training now, and the gradual improvement he was making inside his head, speed didn’t seem to be the deciding factor in what was going on.
So it wasn’t with any great surprise that on his way through the halls, just as his spherical sight was fading, that something else in his head began to clench up…just slightly, as if his mind didn’t want to completely relax. David noted the change then dismissed it, having had all kinds of little tweaks happening over the past months. He hit the track next for his second run of the day, a short 5k, then he swung back by his quarters for a quick shower and nap…the latter of which usually helped to loosen the tension in his mind, a trick that Jason had passed along and David had found to be effective.
He was out for 20 minutes in a foggy trance where his mind seemed to be far more active than it should be, chewing over what he didn’t know, but the clenching seemed to ease a bit until he stood up. 
David pressed a hand to his forehead and massaged the knot a bit, which helped in some way he couldn’t explain. He kept it up for several seconds on his way over to the comm terminal to check his incoming messages, expecting an update from Seraph-822 either today or tomorrow. He was following one of the leads that Kilmeade had provided them, or rather that the student who Kilmeade had identified had provided them. 
After David had finished his interrogation of the operative and sent him on his merry way to a prison facility on Luna, he’d returned to the pyramid while sending other members of Green Team around the star system to track down the students that had been carrying the blood samples inside their bodies. Those had turned out to be very clever data transfers, and completely biological, leaving no nanites or other machines present to be detected even if someone was looking for them.
Instead, the blood contained genetically altered cells, matched to the target’s blood type to avoid rejection. These cells were nonfunctional as oxygen carriers, but where that capability was missing there were dense regions of material containing genetic patterns that could be readable by certain types of analysis equipment…nothing standard or handy, but advanced models that could give you a complicated genetic string, from which a computer program could synthesize data.
And not just a little data. These cells were capable of carrying entire programs, charts, books…they were essentially a biological equivalent of a data chip, one with low memory capability, given the size, but more than enough to send brief packets of intel out to operatives without leaving an electronic trail behind for Star Force or any others to track down.
Each cell in the blood sample they’d recovered was identical, with the idea being that at least a few should survive in the body long enough to reach their target. The extraction process was unknown until Green Team recovered one of the handlers that the student/colonist had met up with, and though the individual was not forthcoming with information they had recovered his equipment. 
A small probe would be inserted into the carrier’s vein, whereupon it would sit and wait for one of the special blood cells to pass by. When they did a component of their design was attracted to the probe and would attach. In this way the operative would ‘sift’ through the carrier’s blood until they got their message packet, then they’d remove the probe and send the colonist on their way to begin their new life…either as the endpoint of their service to The Word or on to another assignment within the colony itself. 
The students/colonists that Green Team had been able to track down were much more forthcoming with information than the operative had been, given that their association with The Word was only in the beginning stages. Unfortunately they didn’t have a lot of information to offer, but some of it was valuable, in so far as identifying some of The Word’s recruitment procedures.
Between their data, the information extracted from the blood sample, and the equipment recovered from the operative Green Team had several new leads to follow up and David had sent four members off to hunt down individuals or data trails. Seraph was currently investigating a facility on Titan where they thought The Word had set up a warehouse of sorts, but so far there was no message from him.
That didn’t worry David, because he was just in the beginning edge of the expected timeframe. However, there was another message from Davis that did concern him, detailing a bit of sabotage at a chemical plant in Mars orbit. One of the storage tanks had been detonated…nothing combustible, but it had spewed out a cloud of icy debris that caused several orbital traffic patterns to be closed down temporarily. There was already a news story out about how Star Force’s safety procedures hadn’t been sufficient on the station in question and blah, blah, blah. Point was, it looked like Star Force was being sloppy, and Davis had already tagged it as an example of The Word’s unconventional war…
Damage their reputation and turn public sentiment against them. Even if that wasn’t going to stop Star Force in any way, shape, or form, it would could cause them headaches and, more importantly Davis pointed out, create a growing opposition that in time could escalate to dangerous levels. The Word might not even have to fire a shot if they could convince others to in their stead.
That was far down the line, as the Director pointed out, but it was a concern none the less, not to mention the damage done to the station. He indicated that no one had been harmed in the sabotage, but the perpetrator had yet to be discovered. 
Attached to the message was the preliminary investigation notes and David pulled those up for a quick read through before heading over to the Cerebro section of the sanctum for some more navigation drills. He got through the first few pages, indicating that the explosive had been concussive in nature and that the pieces of which had been imbedded in the ice fragments and recovered during the cleanup operation. 
It had been a small device, but not something you could carry around in your pocket, meaning…
Suddenly David’s head clenched up again, but this time far worse…so much so that he stumbled out of his chair and went to his knees on the floor. It reminded him of a muscle cramp, and he knew the only thing he could do was go inactive, because any movement or resistance would just make it worse. 
He held position in the floor, trying not to think of anything and just enduring the pain before it began to slowly subside. David blinked away tears as he held his nerve, but like Jason had told him about his own trials, the pain didn’t go away completely. There was a small knot in his head that, once the wash of pain was gone, was still fighting him. David wanted to forcefully break it up after his nerve returned, but he held off, knowing that had made Jason’s even worse.
Instead he stood up, experimenting with the movement and finding it didn’t affect his head much, then he walked out of his quarters and headed off through the sanctum. For the first time since hearing about Jason’s story David was truly scared. Not just because of the intensity of the pain, but because of the idea that it wasn’t going to stop, rather it was going escalate to potentially fatal levels. 
“Something wrong?” Aaron asked, passing him by in the hall and seeing the tears in his eyes. 
“Very,” he said with a slightly trembling voice. “Do you know where Jason is?”
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Kian stood on the finishing platform in the dark, using a pair of nightvision sunglasses so he could watch Jason as he approached, leaping from one pillar to another across the disqualification padding a meter below. The other Archon was having to navigate the uneven pillars, using only his spherical sight for navigation, all the while Kian was attempting to knock him off.
Well, not literally, but he was trying to disorient him enough that he’d fall off on his own. Randomly he was throwing out disruption field pulses, trying to catch Jason off guard and cause him to slip up, but his fellow trailblazer was getting accustomed to Kian’s ability and had learned to guard against it so long as he used slow, deliberate motions. That had prompted Kian to not broadcast it constantly, but rather to switch it up unexpectedly and catch Jason in the transition.
He was about halfway across the course now, balancing on the tops that ranged from 15 inches wide all the way down to a mere 2. Which route he took across was his choice, but if he kept to the wider ones they also added an elevation component, forcing him to jump, not just across, but higher and lower as he progressed, making the landings even more tricky…or rather they would have been for regular Star Force personnel. For the Archons this was child’s play.
Doing it in the dark was part of the challenge for Jason, though by now his sensing capabilities had reached the point where flat objects were no longer a problem. His sense of balance had adjusted and he was able to recognize the platforms in an instant, whereas other more irregular objects took a moment to process in his mind. The more familiar the shapes were, the quicker he could react, with the geometric pillars easily recognizable.
He could also see Kian on the far end, blurry as he was. Jason’s range was continually increasing, but he didn’t like to extend it out too far for it took more and more energy to do so. Like light emanating from a star, the farther away you got the dimmer it became, and in order to see far out he had to up the intensity of the energy field considerably…unless he wanted to focus on a particular section in ‘spotlight’ mode, but that would cut out everything else around him and leave him vulnerable, and right now he needed his spherical sight active to help maintain his balance. 
Jason jumped across a double gap, bypassing a 3 inch wide pedestal and getting hit mid jump with another disruption burst. His spherical sight didn’t go out, but his connection to his senses dimmed enough that when he landed he felt half numb, however he did retain enough connection to his limbs to flex his legs underneath him to absorb the landing and stay more or less upright.
He focused hard to get his balance, as if he was having to plow his neural impulses through snow-covered roads to get to his muscles, but he maintained one foot on the pedestal and wiggled around for balance, then placed his left down with only his toes touching the pillar, offering now a two legged stance. 
The disruption field ended, with it feeling like his body suddenly lost 500 pounds of weight. His senses cleared up and he felt lithe again, but he knew he had to be patient otherwise Kian would catch him off guard and he’d smack his face into one of the pillars on his way down like the last time.
“Come on, Jason. Pick up the pace,” Kian said, throwing a half second burst in just to mess with him. “You’d be a sitting duck if I had a weapon.”
Unfortunately, Jason knew he was right. He was moving too slow, but it was the only way he could assure himself of getting across…and there was no time restriction on this drill, though he should probably add one later. Right now, though, he just needed to get across while holding his nerve. The disruption field Kian was producing never got easier to take and it shook him to the bone each time. He was making progress in resisting it, but by resetting his equilibrium faster, not by blocking it.
Jason hopped to a nearby 2 inch pillar set half a meter higher and skipped across to a 4 inch of equal level…with Kian not interfering. That almost tipped him over the side, having set his mind against something that never manifested. He teetered on landing…then got blindsided by a short burst, followed by a pause, then another burst. 
Kian repeated it for a third time and smiled as he saw Jason topple over the side, unable to keep up with the changes. He waited for the disqualification signal to sound and the lights to come back on but the chamber remained silent…then he saw the trailblazer hanging onto the pillar with one hand and his feet mere inches from the padding below.
“That’s kind of cheating,” he called out as Jason pulled himself back up, despite another disruption field descending upon him and staying in place. 
“Shut…up,” Jason said, having to force the words out as much as the nerve impulses. Most of his body was a ghost to his mind, with only thin tendrils of controllable mass, but he pulled upwards strongly, almost telling his muscles blindly what to do rather than feeling the feedback and adjusting. Soon his chin came up past the tip of the tiny pedestal and Jason reset his hands on top of one another as he snaked his head up over top of them, followed by his chest in an impressive feat of strength and balance. 
It wasn’t to last. Kian kept the disruption field up long enough that the sensory fatigue got to Jason and his control slackened just a touch, but it was enough for his hands to slip and for him to come crashing down on top of the pillar. It knocked the wind out of him, for he couldn’t predict it coming with his senses on the fritz, then he toppled off the side and hit the mats.
The lights came back on, but the static in his head didn’t end.
“Enough already,” he complained, flipping over into a seated position.
He heard Kian laugh, then his head suddenly cleared.
“Can you adjust the intensity?” he asked, getting to his feet.
Kian’s merriment died out. “Sorry, but no. I’ve been trying, but right now all I’ve got is one setting. And I think it’s getting louder as I grow stronger.”
“So if I’m holding even I’m actually making progress?”
“More than that, you’re getting harder to knock off.”
“I wish there was one more of you,” Jason said, climbing up one of the shorter pillars and getting back on top, then hopping across the others easily to get to the finish platform. “I bet there’s a way to block the effect. There’s got to be.”
“I’m still surprised I’m not affected,” Kian said with a shrug. “Useful trick though.”
“Too bad we don’t know what it’s called. There’s bound to be something in the database about it.”
“Still looking, still failing,” Kian agreed. 
Jason sighed. “Again?”
“I’ll give you three more. Any more than that and I’m going to get a headache.”
“You feeling any other power twinges?”
“Nope. You?”
“I’ve got my hands full with this one, thanks,” Jason said, hopping back onto the pillars and crossing back to the start end directly rather than going round through the exterior hallways. When he got back to the other side he triggered the start pedestal and the lights went out. 
Kian hit him with a blast immediately, not even waiting for him to get to the edge of the platform. He saw Jason stumble a bit, then he hopped onto one of the smallest pillars, after which he leapt up to an even taller narrow one, seeming to take the most direct route across gap. He let him go through four before hitting him with a disruption blast just before he jumped again.
That caused Jason to only get partial power on the jump and he came up short, having to stretch out his foot to get it on the target and then leaning forward to try and regain his balance. Limber as all Archons were, he reached down and grabbed the edge of the pillar with his right hand and hung there with his butt off the side and his leg mostly extended…then he leveraged his way back up to neutral and weathered another disruption blast before standing up again.
Suddenly there was a burst of light from behind Kian. He didn’t notice it immediately, given that he had his vision augmented by the sunglasses, but Jason stopped moving immediately and Kian backtracked the whitewash around the edges of his vision to the door leading out of the finish area behind him just before the main lights came on.
“Hello,” Kian said as he turned around, a bit annoyed. People knew that when this chamber was active it was supposed to be dark. 
Kara came around the corner and nodded distractedly at Kian, looking out across the pillars to where the other person in the room was standing. “Jason! Get over here!”
“What’s up?” Kian asked, taking a step closer to her as she seemed serious about something. “And when did you get here?”
“Just now,” she said, keeping her eyes on Jason. “Sorry about interrupting, but I didn’t want to wait. How’s he doing?”
“Am I missing something?”
“His head. How’s he doing?”
“Well enough. David’s got it worse.”
“David?”
“441.”
“Does he have telekinetic abilities yet?”
“I don’t think so…what’s going on?”
“I’m here to help,” she said firmly as she watched Jason display his superior agility as he jumped from one pillar to another with barely half a second spent on top of each, bouncing left and right as he chose an erratic pattern, grabbing the medium to large pillars to maximize speed.
“How?” Kian asked, his eyes dropping down to the jewel on her left wrist.
She followed his eye line, then raised her forearm up so he could get a better look. “How much did Mark tell you?”
“Some form of retractable armor.”
“And?”
“You couldn’t take it off, even with an army of medtechs.”
Kara smiled. “It does a lot more than that, and I’ve had 4 years to work with it.”
Kian noticed the uniform she was wearing, including the green stripe bracketing the sides. He pointed to it. “When did you make ranger?”
She shook her head side to side. “Not just ranger. Level 43 ranger.”
Kian’s face scrunched up in disbelief, and Jason had a similar look as he hopped off the last pillar and jogged over to them.
“Say again?” he asked.
“I’m a level 43 ranger,” Kara said evenly, then held up her forearm jewel. “It’s a cheat, I know, but I’m stuck with it.”
“Cheat how?” Kian asked.
“It boosted my strength, agility, speed…everything. Took a while to take effect, and the increase was one time, as far as I can tell, but all that can wait,” she said, looking at Jason and motioning him forward with the fingers of her right hand. “Give me your head.”
Jason and Kian exchanged glances. “What for?”
“Your mind is blocked from my Ikrid, so I need physical contact.”
“Ikrid?” Kian asked. 
Kara rolled her eyes. “Sorry…telepathy. I think in V’kit’no’sat half the time now…can’t help it.”
“Wait,” Jason said, raising an eyebrow. “You know what it’s called?”
“Yes, and a lot more. This little baby,” she said, pointing to her left wrist, “holds more than armor. Puff didn’t just give me Zen’zat equipment, he made me a full Zen’zat, meaning a huge knowledge upload. I’m not through all of it yet, pieces keep popping out at random, but I can help you with your head, I think, but I need to touch it.”
“Why haven’t you mentioned any of this before?” Jason asked.
“I’ve been on Daka and spent most of my time flying and figuring this thing out in my spare time. Mark knows most of it, didn’t he tell you?”
“Ah, no,” Jason said, a bit perturbed at the oversight. “We’ve been looking through the database for anything related to these superpowers but we didn’t have the keywords to search. You’re saying you do have them.”
“Ugh,” she complained, wishing they’d just trust her. “Rensiek, Fornax, Ikrid, Sesspik, Pefbar, Lachka, Ensek…the seven basic Zen’zat psionic abilities. We’re supposed to have access to them from the get go. Breeding wasn’t figured into the equation so they’ve gotten a bit funky. Genetic deactivation, I’d guess. You guys are shuffling your bodies around enough through training adaptation that you’ve probably triggering a Menslavenchednes…sorry, a…resetting of your abilities to your defaults, though apparently not all at once. You can see all around you and lift objects, correct?”
Jason and Kian exchanged glances again, thoroughly blown away. “Yes.”
“Anything else?”
“Not me, as far as I know.”
“I can do this,” Kian said, throwing off a disruption burst.
Kara squinted, but her body didn’t move while Jason slumped a bit, even though he knew what was coming.
“Fornax. Always wondered what that felt like.”
“Me too,” Kian echoed, studying her closely as if he wasn’t sure she was being genuine.
Kara caught the gist of his look and closed her eyes for a moment.
Suddenly Jason slumped again, while Kian nearly fell over. He caught himself after Kara’s disruption blast passed and stared at her with wide eyes.
“You have them all?” Jason asked, picking up on what she’d said earlier.
“All the basics. I haven’t broken through to the higher abilities. Will you please let me help you?”
“How?”
Kara held up her hand and stared at him.
“You don’t think you can give me at least a little explanation of what you’re going to do when you start poking around inside my head…which I thought wouldn’t work on Zen’zat anyway?”
“You guys can be so stubborn,” Kara said, still holding up her hand. “Trust me. Time matters.”
“Alright,” Jason said, stepping closer. “But if you mess anything up Kian’s going to kick your ass.”
“He wishes,” Kara scoffed. Then Jason remembered what level ranger she claimed to be, which put her ahead of all of them save for Morgan and Steve. 
“Just hold still,” she said, touching her fingers to his forehead as she concentrated. She held them there for only a second, then started running them through his hair around to the back of his head. There she lingered, bringing up her second hand around the opposite side of his head in a loose embrace with her face a few inches away from his. She had her eyes closed, but his were open and staring at her. He felt nothing and wondered what exactly she was doing.
“Damn, you’re chewed up alright,” she said without letting go. “Did you use a Kich’a’kat?”
“Tried,” Jason said, recognizing the V’kit’no’sat name for the device Star Force referred to as a ‘regenerator.’ “If it helped, it wasn’t enough to notice.”
“I can see the repairs it tried to make. It probably bought you a little time, but it can’t heal what isn’t there to begin with. Your pain is coming from new tissue growing incorrectly. If you had the tissue and then it was damaged it could repair it to previous condition, but given this is new to your body it has no pattern to work off of, so it tried to repair the incorrect pieces to their previous incorrect status. Understand?”
“Actually, that makes a lot of sense.”
“I’m still lost,” Kian offered. 
“Fortunately, I can fix this,” she said, still probing the damage. “But it’ll require you and I take a long nap together.”
“Careful, Jason. I think this second gen is hitting on you.”
“I’ll take the chance,” Jason said bluntly. “How are you doing what you’re doing?”
“Remote Ikrid download is blocked, so someone can’t pry into your memories or thoughts and extract information, nor can they take control of your body. Physical Ikrid operates differently in that it allows you to directly access the nervous system. Zen’zat have some blocks there as well, but most of those are conscious ones. They wanted us to be able to interact with each other, but not with other races. Rit’ko’sor, for example, can’t access our minds through touch any more than they can through remote Ikrid.”
“What I’m doing now is basically hacking your localized nervous system and getting some basic status feedback from it. Damage assessment. My Ikrid ability isn’t high enough to get more than a few inches from source of contact, but if it was I could hack your head by simply touching your finger.”
“No more pinky swearing, I guess,” Kian joked.
“By the way,” Kara added, “your Ikrid ability is manifesting too. It’s dormant because the tissue isn’t developed enough, but I can feel it beginning.”
“How close am I?”
“I don’t know enough to give you a good estimate, but it’s coming,” she said, finally releasing his head and taking a step back.
“My turn?” Kian asked.
“Oh, now you trust me?”
The trailblazer gestured at Jason. “He didn’t die, so…”
“You having headaches too?” she asked, stepping up to him and touching his head.
“No, but I’ve only got the one power. Can you tell me if I’m getting any more?”
“You’ll get them all, eventually. At least you should. Depends how you’re shaking them loose…you’ve got a very small Pefbar growth,” she said, moving her hands around his head to various locations, “but I don’t feel anything else at the moment.”
“Pefbar?”
“Your third eye,” she answered metaphorically before pulling away. 
“Spherical sight?” Jason asked, just to be sure.
“That’s one way of describing it,” Kara said, turning her attention back to Jason. “You want to find a bed or do this here?”
“What’s ‘this’ exactly?”
Kara held up her clear jewel. “This is also a Kich’a’kat. It has tendrils throughout my body…or can extend them out, haven’t quite figured that one out yet. Anyway, I can connect to another person. Basically my body becomes a Kich’a’kat and you have to wear me for a while for it to make repairs.”
“I thought you said a regenerator couldn’t fix the problem?” Kian asked.
“Well, it can, but not on default settings,” Kara said, catching herself again. To her all of this was common knowledge. “If they’re not set to rebuild you to previous settings and go on straight genetic replication, they’ll build entirely fresh tissue...unaugmented tissue. It’ll wipe away years of training in a matter of minutes.”
“As much as I hate the headaches, I think I’ll pass, thanks,” Jason said, taking an unconscious step back from her.
Kara noticed and laughed. “Relax. It only targets damaged areas, and I can use it to build brand new tissue around what you’ve already got. I may have to nick off a few pieces here and there, but for the most part you’ll retain what skill you have already.”
“And that will stop the damage?”
“You’ll be fully formed, then you can upgrade from there naturally.”
“If this works, can you do it for the others?”
“Yes.”
Jason laid down on the floor. “Do it…then get to David. He’s in worse shape than me.”
“Ok,” she said, straddling him. “This may feel a little weird. The tendrils are going to have to penetrate into your brain, same way they do when repairing muscle, and like a Kich’a’kat it’s important that you don’t break contact until the process is finished. Don’t want to jerk around pieces of your brain. It doesn’t take damage as well as muscle does.”
“Don’t move, got it,” Jason said, glancing over at Kian. “See to it that we’re not disturbed,” he joked.
“Jason and Kara…sprawled on the floor…” Kian said mirthfully until she turned around and pointed her index finger at him like she was holding a gun. She pulled her thumb down and the trailblazer felt a telekinetic thump against his chest that knocked him back a step.
“Don’t,” she said seriously. “I need to concentrate. This won’t be automatic like usual.”
“Got it,” Kian said, matching her serious tone.
“You’ve never done this before, have you?” Jason asked.
“Actually I have, just not on someone’s head. Ready?”
“Anything I have to do other than stay still?”
“No.”
Jason leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Do it.”
Kara leaned forward and rested against his chest, then nestled her head up against his, pressing her left arm against the other side and putting a light vice grip on his head to increase physical contact and hold it steady.
She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, concentrating on the mental interface with the device that she’d been refining over the past few years. 
The clear jewel lit up, as it always did when used as a regenerator, and Kara could feel little tendrils coming out of her head like new hairs being grown. When they touched Jason’s head they immediately numbed the tissue and bored their way inside in the magically technological way that left no penetration damage. 
She could feel the strands on her side, for they had only been partially numbed so as to let her be able to monitor the link and not accidently pull away, forgetting that she was still attached. In mind’s eye she could see the thousands of tiny lines worm their way into the rear portions of Jason’s brain and engulf the damaged and unstable tissue in both locations, as well as the connecting filaments. 
Once connected she had a zoomed in mental map of the area and she began tagging what to keep and what to lose…on top of which she ordered the Kich’a’kat to grow the remainder of fully functional units based off his repressed genetic code, which hadn’t originally grown them from birth. 
Kara knew better than to speak while in such close proximity, for fear of it jiggling the connections, but a tiny smile, barely visible appeared on her lips as she connected to his nervous system simultaneously and sent him a crude, but audible telepathic message.
You can relax, Jason. I’ve got this.
  
-----
  
STAR FORCE Facebook Page
LIKE…Comment…Share
I want to hear your feedback…good, bad, or ugly. ;)
  
YouTube Channel
Come have a look. :)
  
STAR FORCE Wiki
For keeping all those planets straight!
  
Twitter: @STARFORCEwisdom
Daily dose of Davis.
  
Thanks for reading!
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