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February 2, 2047
  
Paul jumped over an angled fallen log, just barely clearing it with his left leg before his feet came back down on the moist jungle floor. He returned to his running gait within two steps, just in time to duck under a low branch before making a sudden left turn and busting through a wall of plants and off the trail.
The sharp spines of the grass-like leaves tried to cut into Paul’s body, but the light armor he was wearing deflected them harmlessly off the dull gray plates as he crashed into a small ravine and rolled headfirst down to the bottom…then was back up on his feet and running again in a flash as he heard the hum of the flying rovers closing in on him.
A small break in the canopy resulted in three stingers pelting the ground just behind his feet…the auto-tracking programs on the insect-like rovers were having trouble keeping up with Paul’s movements as he ducked in and out of the cover, but there were several of them, how many exactly he didn’t know but they were dogging his every step, tracking him via a small chip implanted in his armor so that he had to keep moving rather than hide from the stupid machines, which wasn’t all that hard.
His armor was equipped with a prototype IR disruption coating, masking most of his heat signature while covering him head to toe in the ‘scout’ version of the armor that the adepts had designed and been experimenting with. It restricted Paul’s movements, as was expected from any armor, but the light, thin plates had been augmented with flexible pads and stretchable sections to maintain as much agility as possible. It was still a work in progress, but without the basic protection the plants in Atlantis’s jungle park would have cut him to shreds as he ran through them, trying to evade the pesky rovers.
He had to ‘run’ five laps through the park to complete the challenge, tagging pedestals at either end without getting shot…and staying on the open paths was a quick way to make that happen, but then again pushing through the undergrowth was slow work, and the longer he stayed ‘live’ on the course the better the chance that they’d catch up to him, given that more rovers were added to the hunt on a random basis as the clock ticked off more minutes. 
Paul had to be quick but not careless, which was the point of the challenge. It was one of many new adept-level challenges that they’d been designing themselves. This one was two months old and looked to be one that they would keep, while some others hadn’t lasted more than a couple days before being junked. The adepts were experimenting with many aspects of their training, and the things they didn’t like they quickly got rid of.
Paul stopped short of a large cluster of boulders blocking this end of the ravine, then set himself before leaping up to one on the right and bounce-jumping off its angled side up to the top one. He grabbed onto it with the traction pads on his gloves, elbows, and knees and crawled over, swinging his legs around and dropping to a lower rock on the other side where he bounced off and returned to his run as the nearby humming sound increased in intensity, meaning more of the devices were closing in on him.
The hover-rovers had been a new addition by the trainers, suspended mid air by means of four fan blade engines keeping them well out of reach of the adepts, taking away their ability to disable them with their bare hands. They had no target spheres, nor did Paul have a weapon in this challenge, so there wasn’t much he could do about them aside from run and run fast.
He was tempted to chuck a rock at them, but he knew more would come to replace any he downed so he had little choice but to keep moving. He was on his third lap in the outward leg, meaning when he got to the next pedestal he would be halfway, but it was a good quarter mile ahead with an open, dry creek bed in between which Paul knew he had to avoid, so his route would have to be an even longer circuitous one.
In the past this running drill would have taken him more than an hour to complete, if he could have completed it at all with the swarm of rovers hunting him, but his speed and reflexes had advanced so much in the past year and a half that it wasn’t much of a problem so long as he could keep them out of sight. His armor would even diminish the stingers’ bite a bit, allowing him to take one or two extra before going down, but more often than not Paul was able to evade the incoming rounds when he knew they were coming, even with the armor slowing his reaction speed.
It was when he didn’t see them coming that was the problem, and with multiple hunters he couldn’t rely on sight alone. This challenge was as much about speed as it was situational awareness…something that the adepts had been focusing on heavily the past year.
None of them had opted to take any of the augmentation drugs that the Black Knight had, but with Wilson’s help they’d begun troubleshooting ways of creating the same upgrades through training, including the sensory enhancement package that Vermaire got. It would take much longer, they knew, even if it was possible, but that wasn’t going to stop them from trying, feeling that doing it through training would be more reliable and beneficial in the long run, so they’d begun experimenting with a myriad of sensory enhancement drills.
They had a rough go of it at first, as they did with all the other upgrades they were attempting to create. After a few months of basic fitness training they’d begun experimenting in small groups with different ideas then sharing data afterwards as they began to develop their own training regimen, both for themselves and the incoming second class that was scheduled to graduate in about a year’s time if they were able to get through the Final Challenge. He certainly hoped they were up to it, but he definitely didn’t trust them to be able to improvise the way they did, so it was essential that they get the basic training program established before the newbs came to join them.
It was frustrating at first, but after they got their feet wet small epiphanies began to take place…things that the trainers had never anticipated, nor had they seen with Vermaire. Sudden spikes in ability or random insights started to pop up amongst the adepts, often after dry spells that saw little or no improvement. They’d literally walk into their training area, ready to do the same workout they’d been doing for weeks and suddenly have a different body…like all the training they’d been doing had been backlogged and finally caught up in a massive surge of improvement.
The prompting for the sensory enhancement drills had occurred in a similar manner. After working for months on active marksmanship drills, Taryn woke up one morning to find that her eyesight had improved. At first she thought it was a fluke…sometimes eyesight would waver with varying levels of fatigue, but after three days of the markedly improved vision she and the others began discussing the possible source of the improvement and how to replicate it with targeted training. 
After that any training epiphanies, no matter how small, were immediately shared and analyzed, offering the adepts a glimpse at new training possibilities, which to them was like finding Easter eggs. With them already having finished and surpassed the best training the planet had to offer they were truly trailblazing at this point, and any new insight excited them to no end.
With the early frustration gone and a pattern of discovery established, the adepts were literally tearing their way into the future, spending hour after painstaking hour training, testing, and vetting new training methods in addition to progressing through the new challenges they’d created that would eventually lead to a second graduation to superhuman status…though that was in the distant future, so much so that they hadn’t even chose a name for the third rank. What training challenges and drills they’d created provided the footwork for the adept training program, with the bulk of the content still to be created/discovered.
In retrospect, Paul couldn’t believe how far he’d advanced since he began taking the ambrosia. His abilities now made his trainee self seem pathetically out of shape…much like he’d viewed his prior Star Force self when going through his initial training. The main difference now, however, was that he didn’t feel like he was on top of the world, but rather at the very bottom with virtually limitless potential as he looked into the future. How much stronger would he be in another year? In another decade? Or even, if he truly lived that long, another century?
The potential was mindboggling, and the more he and the others learned and fine-tuned their training the more they began to glimpse on the horizon, like they’d been climbing up to the top of one of the Egyptian pyramids, sensing the peak coming with no more room to climb…only to get there and discover that the apex wasn’t the end, but the chokepoint of an hourglass. After the narrow portion was reached the walls would begin to expand again, opening up into more and more possibilities, leaving the future wide open to almost anything.
Davis had said that ignorance was the downfall of civilization, and Paul now realized that his passing through that chokepoint hadn’t been a matter of workouts, but a matter of understanding how his body worked. His eyes had been opened, thanks to the massive amount of training that the ambrosia enabled him to endure and learn from. With what he knew now, he figured he could have reached the point of self-sufficiency without the ambrosia, as Wilson had done/attempting to do…the jury was still out on that one. 
The ‘pyramid’ that he had been climbing was nothing but an illusion, for the potential had always been there…now he simply had the eyes to see it.
Knowledge was power, and that lesson had never been more clear than it was continuously becoming for Paul and the others. He often wondered what else he didn’t know…which made him even more excited about pressing forward into the future.
When Paul eventually got to the end of the jungle park he had to sprint across a tiny clearing and tag the button atop the pedestal, dodging stingers for two seconds as he crossed from left to right so he didn’t have to stop momentarily to reverse course and give the rovers a better target. He slapped down the button on the run then ducked back into the foliage and disappeared from view as a few paint splatters speckled the armor covering his shins as the tiny stingers broke apart on the ground beneath his feet.
He felt just a hint of numbness but it wasn’t enough to slow him down. Paul cut right and up a small dirt-covered ridgeline, then chanced a quick run down an open path before cutting back into cover…more to test how close the rovers were than to cover ground. When he didn’t receive an immediate response he figured he had a few steps on them and pushed his pace, taking a more direct route through the underbrush than normal as he headed back to the start point to finish his third lap.
Up above, in a wall nook that he couldn’t see, a pair of rovers powered up and took flight, adding yet two more hunters that would push Paul’s speed, agility, and situational awareness even further, making him move constantly to stay alive…or in this case conscious. Repetition, they knew, was the key to adaptation, so they had to keep the pressure on constantly during the challenge, and then repeat the challenge day in and day out.
This was Paul’s morning run, which followed his typical 10k on the track, making his legs a bit fatigued in addition to the drag of the armor. After 30-40 minutes of this jungle challenge he’d head over to the sparring area and get in more sword work before taking a quick break for lunch. His second 10k of the day had been scrapped months ago in favor of a stretching/gymnastics package that some of the specialists in that area had developed and they’d agreed to make part of their standard adept training.
In addition to his previous backbend, Paul now could do a back flip and forward flip on the run, as well as several intricate yoga-like twists and bends that continually and aggressively pressed his flexibility to new levels, thanks to the ambrosia’s ability to sustain and refurbish his muscles, joints, tendons, and other tissues…otherwise he was sure he would have broken or strained something by now.
Thankfully the training regimen had been experimented with and vetted by those with gymnastic/flexibility skills exceeding his own, so his progression in that area was smooth and consistent, without him having to worry about what he was doing, only about finishing the drills that were assigned and trusting that his fellow adepts knew what they were doing…which they did.
The remainder of the day was split between standard training and experimental, with Paul’s experimental focused on running and swords, the first of which he finished up last in the form of a 2nd 10k, bracketing his day with continually faster and faster running, which he’d gotten down to 5:40 pace, thanks in part to scrapping one of the original 10ks, but also to him holding to the pace marker lap after lap, day after day and never slowing down, always keeping it the same or a tiny bit faster. 
He held that ‘line in the sand’ no matter how good or bad he felt, and gradually worked his way up to faster speeds while the other runners each experimented in their own ways. Some had hard/easy workout schedules, others kept to Paul’s medium-every-day approach while varying distances and number of workouts. Some were even doing their runs in armor as if it were Piccolo’s weighted training clothing from DBZ. 
Altogether they were making progress individually while amassing a tremendous amount of collective experience that was slowly creating a monster of a training regimen…one that, with adequate ambrosia levels, was going to turn them and the subsequent classes into literal superhumans. 
The only questions at this point were how long they could they keep this level of training up and how far could they push their abilities…though in the back of their minds there was always another lingering question, one that they tried not to dwell on.
How far would they need to go to match the centuries, if not millennia old V’kit’no’sat Human slaves...and how many years would it take them to pull even?
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After finishing his daily workouts Paul came back to the adept ‘block’ and immediately went to the snack room to grab three ambrosia wafers, already feeling a bit drained from the day. He scarfed them down along with a bottle of water before heading over to the cafeteria for supper, after which all 100 of the adepts gathered in the lounge for a ‘team’ meeting at Greg’s request.
Normally their downtime was spent either working on designing the training programs, equipment, and other facets of their soon to be military, or simply spent relaxing as they had as trainees…rarely were any official meetings called, so Paul and the others were more than interested in what Greg had to tell them as they stuffed themselves into the couches and chairs with a few stragglers left standing in back leaning on the walls. 
Greg took no chair, instead preferring to stand in the center of their informal semicircle just in front of the wall screen amidst the various gaming devices and controllers lined up neatly on racks. He was the most muscular of them all, having focused his elective training on hand to hand combat, but like the others we was still rail thin and light weight, a good 20 lbs lighter than he had been in the NFL, now with training-focused musculature rather than the crude bulk created in a weight room. 
“I’ll keep this brief, and I apologize for taking you away from your activities, but there’s something we need to discuss before we proceed any further,” he began, starting to gently pace back and forth, looking more at the ground and walls than any one person in particular.
“We’ve all been working our asses off since the day we got here, even more so since we graduated and started taking the ambrosia. The results speak for themselves, but more and more I hear you talking about what you’d like to do next, how to take your training to the next level, what new skills you can develop, etc. I feel the same way, and encourage you to pursue those aspirations. Very few people can keep at it like we can. Some can handle the intensity, others can handle the duration, but rare are the ones that can juggle both…and with the ambrosia added it takes us into a whole new ballpark.”
“Because we can train for long hours we do…but for how long? Some of our trainers suggested that we’d burn out, ambrosia or not. That hasn’t happened. We’ve been smart about our training, and where we’ve failed we’ve learned and adapted. I’d speculate we know more than the trainers do by now, and I don’t see us hitting a wall as far as ability or drive is concerned, but I do think we have a greater problem on the horizon…time.”
“We need to be training for at least 6 hours a day everyday to cover the basics, else we risk a backslide. We cannot afford to take time off. That little stint Sam, Rex, Kent, and I took up to the gravity training station was a mistake. The travel time inactivity was bad enough, but once we got there we didn’t have the necessary facilities to keep up with our normal training, so we had to cut part of it out for a month. Big mistake.”
“It took me a good two weeks before I caught back up to where I left off on the drills that the station didn’t have equipment for, which meant I basically lost 6 weeks worth of workouts in exchange for the zero, low, and high gravity training…which was extremely valuable, but we can’t be putting ourselves in a position where we have to choose between the two. Our core workouts must be completed every day without fail, otherwise we’ll risk losing ground…or worse yet, we’ll start to plateau and get complacent. We have to keep pushing ourselves forward constantly, and with the way things are set up now I don’t see how that’s possible after we leave here.”
“What do you mean leave?” Rafa asked.
Greg spread his arms wide. “We’re to lead the military. When it gets built, do you really think we’ll be able to stay tucked away here training day in and day out?”
“I hadn’t thought about that,” Jason said with a note of concern.
“Neither had I,” Greg agreed, “until recently. But a more pressing concern is what are we supposed to do with the second class when they arrive. None of you need any hand holding, but they’re going to be newbs and our responsibility. How much training time do we lose dealing with them?”
“If they make it through to graduation,” Sara argued, “then they shouldn’t need any hand holding.”
Greg looked over at her. “I would like to think that too, but are you willing to bet on that? If they were like us they would have already graduated 6 months ago. It’s taking them almost twice as long to get through the challenges than we did, so I’m not assuming they’re going to be up to par with us. And when they get here we have to incorporate them into some sort of structure because we’re not going to have the luxury of just ignoring them and hoping that they can train themselves. We’re the trailblazers, they’re not.”
“By ‘structure’ I get the feeling you’ve got a recommendation?” Jason inquired.
Greg nodded and dropped down into a crouch, placing a few fingers on the ground for unnecessary balance, bringing himself into eye line with the row of adepts sitting on the floor leaning back on the couches. 
“We have to make a decision right now not to hold back, or be held back, in our training going forward. Once things start heating up we’re going to be pulled in separate directions with conflicting priorities. We cannot let ourselves start making sacrifices. We have to be stubborn about our training because we’re the tip of Star Force’s sword. If we’re not sharp, we can’t expect anyone else to be. So rather than using us as do-it-all troubleshooters, we have to devise a different roll for ourselves, separate from everyone else.”
Sam leaned forward in his chair. “You’re worried that intermixing with others will dilute our effectiveness.”
“Yes I am,” Greg said, standing back up. “We can’t let their liabilities slow us down. We have to remain free to push the envelope if we’re ever to stand a chance against the V’kit’no’sat.”
“You want us to be Spartans,” Kerrie summed up. “Problem is, we’re also supposed to be the Generals. How are we supposed to do both?”
“That’s the dilemma,” Greg agreed with a nod. “Any suggestions?”
There was a brief silence before Andy spoke. “I don’t really see the problem so long as we only have to do things once…like setting up a training program for our ground troops, whatever incarnation that might be,” he said, referencing the still undecided ‘Black Knight cloning’ program they all agreed was needed, yet hadn’t worked out the basics of yet. “We spend some time working it out on our downtime then hand it off to the trainers. They do the repetitive instruction and we’re free to move on to other tasks.”
Megan looked over at him. “And what if there’s a time constraint? Say we have a week to get something done and not enough downtime to cover it. Do we skip workouts to get it done or fail the task?”
“Neither can be an option,” Greg reiterated, “but we all know we’ll skip the training rather than see someone hurt by our failure, which is my point. We have to think ahead to avoid situations like that or there will come a day when there is so much to do, with so many lives hanging in the balance, that we’ll be forced to abandon our training…or at least cut it up into so many pieces that we plateau or backslide anyway.”
“You want us to tell Davis we’ll only work part time?” Jax asked sarcastically.
“We have to define our roll before someone else does,” Greg said as plainly as he could. “If we’re going to lead, we have to lead our way…and we better figure out what that is going to be before we have a military to command.”
“You’re right,” Ian said thoughtfully. “And I think Davis knew it when he had this place built for us.”
“It’s not enough,” Jason added. “Greg’s right, when we start going on missions we’re not going to have this place to train in.”
“And even this place is starting to become inadequate,” Randy reminded him. “We’ve run out of room for expansion already, and we can’t expect Davis to keep cannibalizing nearby areas of the city every time we want a new training chamber added.”
“Need…” Greg corrected him. “Not want, need. And that’s exactly my point. We can’t start thinking of our training as superfluous, otherwise we’ll end up cutting back rather than pushing forward. We need the freedom to add whatever training equipment we can think up rather than be restricted to a set few. Curtail our ingenuity and you curtail our advancement.”
“You’re saying this could grow into a bigger problem than we’ve considered,” Rafa said, beginning to see the depth of the dilemma.
“Right now we control everything,” Greg answered. “We can’t let that control slip due to circumstances. We have to anticipate and prepare for those circumstances so we can do what we need to do without compromising ourselves.”
“Can we run everything from here?” Sara asked, doubt in her tone.
“No, we can’t,” Jason answered. “Not eventually.”
“So we have to build auxiliary training centers for us to use when we’re away,” Ben thought out loud.
“That’s a start, but it won’t work in all situations,” Sara argued. “When we’re in the field we won’t be able to take along a building of equipment with us.”
“Actually,” Paul said, an idea beginning to form, “it will for the naval branch…if we agree only to post ourselves to command ships and nothing smaller. We’ve already designed training areas inside the ship, no reason we can’t expand them into a compact version of our core training equipment. Sort of an inner sanctum within the ship reserved for us alone, in addition to the crew training areas.”
“That’ll be one fat ship by the time you get done squeezing all that in,” Dan commented.
“It already is,” Paul countered. “A little more fat won’t make much difference.”
Greg pointed at him. “That’s exactly what I mean. He said if we restrict ourselves to being on the command ships. We need to decide what we will and won’t do, then make accommodations for the field work and missions we’ll accept, like Paul’s inner sanctum…I like the name, by the way.”
“Thanks.”
“Speaking of names,” Kerrie interjected. “What are we going to call ourselves? Trailblazers works as a nickname, but what about the next class and those that come after? If we’re going to define our roll we definitely need to define a name to go with it.”
“Jedi,” Paul said distractedly.
Jason looked over at him. “I think that one’s already taken, buddy.”
Paul shook his head. “No, I meant that as an answer to Kerrie’s other question. The Jedi are both Spartans and Generals, as well as separate from the rest of the Republic. They have their own internal order as well as leading the Republic in times of need, otherwise it functions on its own.”
 “That’s a damn good metaphor, Paul,” Greg said approvingly as he mentally linked up all the similarities.
“The clones?” Rafa asked.
“Why not?” Paul answered. “They’re trained to fight on their own, but are just as easily commanded by the Jedi when one is present. Best of both worlds.”
Sara looked at him slightly shaking her head. “Why am I not surprised,” she said mirthfully, which drew a few laughs from the others. “But he’s right. The metaphor is spot on. We train the military to operate independent of us, leaving us free to do as we please and intervene when needed.”
Greg smiled. “And ‘sanctum’ could just as easily be ‘Jedi temple.’”
Jason raised an eyebrow. “Scatter a number of training facilities throughout Star Force holdings which double as command centers and living quarters, including the naval control ships, and we’ve got a command structure that allows us to be near or in a training center at all times.”
Kerrie nodded. “I think we’ve got something workable here.”
“I agree,” Greg said, pleased. “Let’s see what we can make of it. We’ll continue this discussion in a week.”
With a chorus of nods the adepts broke out of their seated formation and dispersed like motivated ants, each working the problem from their own angle. Greg let them go, staying put until only Rex and Kurt remained.
“That went well,” Rex commented.
Greg smiled. “Never underestimate the power of the Huddle.”
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Seven days later…
  
“Do we really want one on the moon?” Rafa asked. “The low gravity is gonna kill us.”
“Do we even want to put troops there?” Ian chimed in. “They’ll get so weak after a long stay it’ll probably be better just to post them on an orbital station and send them down as needed.”
“No,” Sara insisted. “The troops need to be on the ground so they can get acclimatized to the situation. That’s an advantage we can’t squander. They can rotate up to a normal gravity station periodically for training, but they have to learn to fight in the environment they’re stationed to. We may not be able to do the same, but then again we adapt faster than everyone else. They have to be stationed on the surface.”
“I agree,” Greg added. “But that still leaves the question of how much gravity are we going to require for a sanctum? Mars has 1/3 gravity. Venus is just a hair shy of full, and there are bound to be plenty of planets outside this system with gravity higher than Earth’s. So what’s our standard going to be? I agree we can’t put a sanctum in 1/6
gravity, but where do we draw the line?”
“Or do we put it higher?” Yori pointed out. “In space we can set the artificial gravity to whatever we like, so we can have training sanctums at 1.1 or 1.2 as a norm. We don’t have to stick with Earth’s gravity as the baseline. Who knows what the V’kit’no’sat use on their ships. Earth gravity could be considerably weaker than the galactic average for all we know.”
“An interesting point,” Paul admitted after a short pause, “but I think we should stick with Earth gravity as the baseline for all orbital facilities until we get a chance to experiment. I have a nasty feeling that cranking it up permanently would throw our rhythm off. That’d be fine if we were stationed to a high gravity world, but our fleet needs to maintain a standard, and I don’t see why we shouldn’t stick to what we’re already accustomed to.”
“So you’re not against the idea completely?” Yori asked for clarification.
“Centrifugal gravity isn’t exactly the same as real gravity,” Paul reminded him. “It isn’t constant and ballistics don’t function the same way, so if I was stationed on a command ship I might toy with the idea of cranking the gravity up a bit to increase the challenge and take a slight disadvantage and turn it around into a positive, but I’d still prefer to be on the ground.”
“Whatever we do, we have to maintain as much consistency as possible,” Jason reminded them. “We’ll adapt to any situation we’re put in, we just can’t afford to constantly be switching things up.”
“For our purposes I say we put all sanctums in orbit,” Morgan said slowly. “If we want to build additional surface facilities later we’ll always have that option, but we need to be able to be deployed to planetoids whenever necessary without it affecting our training, so let’s just take the whole gravity question out of the equation. Coordination with lunar troops can occur from an orbital command center, with occasional trips down to the surface as needed. Same goes for any other future ground operations.”
“We’re still going to waste a lot of time in transit,” Rafa objected. “Probably a day at least without any training.”
“Not if we have specialized dropships,” Paul pointed out as an idea struck him. “Sanctum transport ships reserved for our use only.”
Greg pointed at him. “Now there’s an idea.”
Paul nodded towards Rafa. “He’s right about the delay. We can’t be wasting hours of the day waiting in line for flights. We have to be able to move about at will, and the only way to do that is to have our own fleet of dropships.”
“Add one more item to the design list,” Liam noted.
“Two,” Roger amended, “if you also want dedicated starships to use as shuttles between stations.”
“Two then,” Liam amended.
“That may be fine for naval,” Cora interjected, “but we have to be on the ground. Regardless of whether we go with mechs or battle suits we can’t exactly train on a space station…unless you plan on building something the size of the Death Star.”
“One thing at a time,” Greg said, holding up a hand then turning to Paul. “Are we good with naval on principle? I know we have a lot of testing to do, but are you comfortable with what we’ve got planned now?”
Paul exchanged glances with Liam, Roger, and then Jason. “In theory, yes, we’re good to go.”
Greg nodded. “Alright, so long as we have our linchpin set we can work on the others from that angle. If we have a command station in orbit everywhere we go, we can double up if necessary for the other divisions until we get the rest designed.” 
“You know something we don’t?” Sara asked sarcastically. “I don’t think we’ll be building anything outside of a design program for several years to come.”
“True, but we have to know what we want before the engineers can even start their work.”
“Point there,” she conceded.
“If we’re designing the divisions to function autonomously,” Paul deferred, “we can work almost everything remotely. I think Greg’s original point was that we have to keep ourselves separate from the troops, so us keeping to the command stations and having them on the surface when needed won’t be as much of a problem as you might think, so long as we develop solid training programs.”
“Exactly,” Greg agreed.
“Easier said than done,” Cora argued. “We have to learn it first, and that means hands on. Training simulators may work for naval, but it won’t for mechs if we’re going to use our own balance controls. We’ve got to design the mechanics around us, and that means putting us in the low and high gravity environments.”
“And zero,” Martin added.
Cora shook her head firmly. “We don’t want to go there.”
“Why not? It worked for Voltron.”
“Whoa, whoa…” Paul interjected. “Unless you’re talking about walking around on something, a floating mech works the same as a starship and would be woefully outmatched.”
Cora smiled. “Stepping on your toes too?”
Paul smiled back. “There’s no point in all the divisions covering the same turf, so let’s stay specialized. If the dinosaurs start putting on space suits and thruster packs, our fleet will just use them for target practice. Their physical size and strength are only a threat on the ground, so focus your counter there and only there.”
“Will do, Admiral,” Cora said, throwing him a mock salute, which drew a smirk from Jason.
“There’s something else,” Lens said, drawing a curious eyebrow from Rafa.
“What?” Greg asked when he didn’t continue.
“Our naval forces…why are we only planning for space? Earth is more water than land, and until we can develop some kind of forcefield, the closest thing we have to a planetary shield is the ocean. Atlantis is a sitting duck to orbital bombardment, but if we put ships and habitats beneath the surface, the water would act as a regenerable shield. When it’s vaporized or pushed aside it’ll flow back in and recover the target, whereas a facility built underground on land wouldn’t.”
For several seconds no one responded as the adepts exchanged glances, stunned. Lens didn’t say anything more, waiting for someone to respond. 
“That’s genius,” Morgan finally said, nodding to Lens in respect before looking at the others. “Why didn’t we think of that earlier?”
“You want to sink Atlantis?” Ben asked.
“Expand beyond it,” Lens clarified. “We can’t build anywhere on land without permission of the host country, but they have no say over the ocean floor.”
“Actually they’d probably try,” Jason amended, “they just couldn’t do anything about it.”
“Wait a minute,” Rafa said, his face scrunching up as he tried to recall something from memory. “Didn’t Davis say something about part of the raw materials for Atlantis coming from the sea floor?”
“I think he did,” Paul agreed. 
“Which would mean Star Force should already have some subsurface sites,” Greg pointed out.
“More than that, they should have a fleet of submersibles,” Rafa insisted. “Has anyone seen anything about that in the database?”
“There’s nothing, I already checked,” Lens said.
Paul and Jason exchanged glances. 
“Come to think of it,” Ryan said, a suspicious look on his face, “have any of our V’kit’no’sat updates included any swimming dinosaurs, because I can’t remember any.”
No one else could either.
“Let’s find out,” Sara said, getting out of her chair and pointing up towards the ceiling, indicating that they should move up a level. The other 99 adepts followed her out of the lounge, up the small connective staircase, and spread out amongst the various workstations and began searching through the Star Force database. 
“There’s nothing here about anything that swims,” Jason said more than half an hour later, giving up the search. 
“Google says they were here,” Sam reported. “Fossil evidence of several species, though there’s some debate about which actually were and weren’t dinosaurs.”
“Anyone find anything about Atlantis being built?” Paul asked.
“Plenty,” Sara said, “but no mention of any seafloor mining sites.”
“Something definitely isn’t adding up,” Jason said, hopping up and sitting on the touch screen tabletop as he looked out at the others. “Davis said he hadn’t turned over everything about the V’kit’no’sat to us, but that doesn’t have anything to do with Atlantis’s construction records, so why would he hide it from us?”
“Unless there’s some connection that we don’t know about,” Paul added.
“Let’s ask,” Greg said, glancing at Jason.
“Let’s,” he echoed, hopping off the tabletop and opening a comm prompt about where he had been sitting. He typed out a short message and sent it, unsure of where Davis was or what he was doing at the moment. His prudence was unnecessary, however, as Davis responded immediately with his image appearing in a small square about the size of a book on the tabletop.
Jason enlarged it to fill the entire table and adjusted the small armature his direction that contained the camera on their end of the video link. “Swimming dinosaurs?” he asked bluntly.
Davis nodded slightly, as if he had been expecting the question for some time. “No data recovered on them yet, but I imagine it’s hidden somewhere in the pyramid’s computer systems. There are a lot of other land species that we know existed on Earth that we haven’t matched up yet, and we keep finding one or two new entries a year, but so far none recovered have been aquatics.”
“Well that answers that,” Jason commented, glancing off-screen at the others. “Second question…did you or did you not mention that Atlantis was built using natural resources harvested from the sea floor?”
“I did.”
“Why isn’t there anything in the database about the mining operations?”
“I didn’t think it was relevant,” Davis said apologetically. “Our sea floor operations are kept quiet inside the corporation so they’re not included in the standard data files. I can get a copy transferred to you within the hour if you want.”
“Please do. Lens had a suggestion that we want to follow up.”
Davis’s brow furrowed curiously. “Feel like sharing?”
Jason half laughed. “Just an idea about using the ocean as a planetary shield if we began building infrastructure underwater. Maybe even establishing a water naval division if the V’kit’no’sat operated on that front…maybe even if they don’t.”
“Interesting,” Davis mewed. “I hadn’t considered that angle.”
“Neither had we,” Jason admitted.
“If you want, I can have the project director meet with you and explain things in person, or give you a guided tour if you want to spare the time. Our underwater operations are quite extensive. They not only provided over 80% of the raw materials to build Atlantis, they’re also the source for most of our orbital infrastructure, though recently we’ve been having to rely on more and more purchases to meet up with demand. Hopefully when the Lunar mining operations hit full stride they’ll be able to pick up the slack. Having to buy materials significantly cuts into our profit margin.”
Jason glanced at the others, then back down at the camera. “I think a few of us could spare a few hours for a tour, if the travel time to and back would fit inside half a day.”
Davis smiled. “Less than that. Your dedicated rail system connects to the processing facilities at the base of Atlantis. You can be there within minutes, then transfer over to several connected complexes via larger rail tunnels. The others would require submersible travel, but everything we’ve mined has been within a relatively close distance to Atlantis, so I think you could get a good feel for our operations without skipping a day of training.”
“That was our concern,” Jason admitted, smiling out of respect at Davis’s ever growing empire. “Why has the seafloor operation been kept quiet?”
“To keep the politicians at bay. Some of them are still fuming at us building Atlantis outside of their legal reach, and if they knew the full extent of our seafloor operations they might try another push to lay claim to the oceans. The less they know the better.”
“You really managed to hide it from them? That amount of resources should be impossible to hide.”
“More or less. The American and Russian militaries know, we assume. They’ve had some of their subs snooping around, but they haven’t made any official inquiries. As for our bookkeeping, we order so much material from outside sources that it’s not that hard to cover. A lot of our purchases go through Pegasus, so the exact amount of commerce isn’t up for public view. So far we’ve managed to keep it hidden, and with the Lunar resources thrown into the mix it should be even easier to hide in the future.”
“Our compliments to your accounting staff,” Jason offered. “How soon can you arrange for a tour?”
“Tomorrow morning, if you like?”
“Afternoon would be better,” Jason said, exchanging a few glances. “Party of four or five?”
“I’ll make the arrangements,” Davis agreed. “Destination point 22 on your network. I’ll have Heston meet you there at a time of your choosing, just let me know a couple of hours ahead of time. Anything else you need?”
“We have a few projects in the works, but nothing we’re ready to pass on just yet, but you should let your construction crews know that we’re writing out a Christmas wish list.”
“They’ll be ready when you need them. Goodnight, Jason.”
“Goodnight, Director,” he echoed as Davis signed off. 
“So,” he said, looking around at the others. “Who we sending?”
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The next morning Greg, Lens, Roger, and Leo completed their core workouts as usual, but cut out all others so that they finished their day’s training just before 11:30, then hit the showers, caught a quick lunch, and met up at the transit terminal and piled into one of the small monorail cars. As Davis had instructed them, they keyed in point 22 on the control board and zipped off through the dark tunnels traveling down to the very foundation of the city.
Their arrival point was much smaller than they expected, only a short track with one other car on standby up on a small platform, on which stood a man dressed in a black/red Star Force uniform waiting for them.
“Welcome to the underworld,” Heston joked as they stepped out of the pod car wearing their simple white with red stripes adepts uniforms to the view of a huge chamber stretching out laterally for nearly a quarter mile in all directions, interrupted by massive support columns bracketing piles of crushed rock being tended to by a myriad of dozers, trucks, and other earth moving equipment.
“Wow,” Greg said as he walked forward and shook Heston’s hand. “This is all below the waterline?”
“Mostly. The ceiling is just above at low tide. I’m John Heston, Director of Mining Operations.”
“Greg,” he said, then gestured to the others, “Roger, Leo, and Lens.”
Heston shook each of their hands. “Davis said not to ask who you are, but to give you as much clearance as he has, so where would you like to start.”
Greg showed his appreciation for his easy acceptance of their secrecy with a curt nod. “What are we looking at here?”
“Off to the right where you can’t see are the processing factories. To the left are the receiving areas where we bring in the raw ores, pre-dried so we don’t unnecessarily haul around tons of excess water. This is our storage floor. Some of the piles are unprocessed, others have already been sorted and/or broken down. On the far side of the room is the package and prep center, where we send the raw materials through a final screening and apportion them for transport to a fabrication center, either here in the city or in orbit. That’s where my realm ends and the manufacturers’ begins.”
“Do you have a map room?” Liam asked.
Heston nodded and began walking down the short staircase off the platform. “Just around the corner is our main control room. We have diagrams of all internal facilities as well as the seafloor outposts. We also have an active sonar grid to keep track of everything in the water. You wouldn’t believe the size of some of the critters swimming around out there.”
“Oh?” Lens asked as they skirted around to the right.
“We don’t operate in the deep water…yet, but there’s some not far off from here and sometimes the big ones come up for a look and scare the crap out of my pilots, so we try to give them a heads up whenever we can. Visual range is moderate to low, so if something comes up at you it’s going to happen fast. I’ve had it happen twice to me, and the second time wasn’t much better than the first.”
“Are we talking whales?” Greg asked as they passed through a small door in the otherwise solid metallic wall.
“Whales are big, but not that scary. The giant squid are what really freak you out. Had one grab hold of a scraper once…took more than two hours to get it to let go. After that we started deploying armed escorts with stun arms, but most of the time our people are left alone. It’s more the idea of what might happen that scares people, with just enough random incidents to give the fear credence…here we go,” he said, thumbing an icon at the bottom of a wall mounted display screen that superimposed an image of Atlantis over the data sheets it had been displaying.
“What’s the biggest you’ve seen?” Roger asked, curious.
“Well, the biggest we didn’t actually see, but we did get a sonar silhouette that was longer than a football field and atypically shaped. We still don’t know what it was, but we have the image on file if you want to take a look at it later.”
Greg and Roger exchanged glances.
“This is a map of our internal facilities,” Heston said, pointing at the schematic of Atlantis as it cleared to show the ‘basement’ that housed the mining areas. “We’re here.”
The adepts looked over the map, realizing that nearly a third of the city’s understructure was dedicated to the mining operations.
“And it goes where from here?” Leo asked.
Heston altered the screen and the manufacturing areas were highlighted. “We have full fabrication facilities for everything from structural beams to computer chips, but in some cases it’s more economical to ship the raw materials into orbit and have the components for orbital infrastructure manufactured there, especially the larger pieces that would be difficult to fit in a dropship, but we make every piece of equipment that my division uses here in Atlantis, including the outposts themselves, though some of the fabrication for those has to occur onsite. We had quite a learning curve to overcome while building the city, but now we’ve got the process smoothed out considerably.”
The map of the industrial zones occupied the rest of the Atlantis understructure.
“You know, for once I’d like to see a full, complete map of the city,” Roger mildly complained. “It seems like we keep finding new areas that Davis keeps hidden.”
Heston tapped the screen. “This is the full version. The maps given to the general public are limited to keep these areas private. After all, they’re here for a vacation and don’t really need to know what goes on down here.”
“May I?” Greg asked, pointing at the map.
“Knock yourself out.”
Greg chewed on the inside of his lip as he toggled the map controls, playing a hunch. He zoomed through the city’s internal structure to their training zones and parks…and not finding them. Instead the areas were mislabeled as a variety of unimportant service and storage areas, none of which actually corresponded to the internal architecture.
He tossed a glance at Lens, but didn’t say anything to Heston about the ‘oversight.’ “These areas run beneath the entire city?”
“And beyond,” Heston said, stepping forward and readjusting the map, with Atlantis shrinking to half its size. “The docking module actually sits on the seafloor outside the city. It houses and services all our underwater craft, as well as serving as the transit hub for our rail lines,” he said, zooming out again with a spider web-like grid of lines popping up and traveling many times the width of Atlantis away from the city.
“Some of our outposts are connected by the tunnels, which allow us to transport much more ore back than we can by ship, so they link all of our larger facilities and we’re continually expanding the tracks to others as we spread out our infrastructure base, all of which currently sits within a radius of 100 kilometers of the city.”
Heston pressed another button and smaller ‘cities’ appeared at the vertices of the rail lines, as well as a scattering of unconnected dots. 
“Where’s the deep water you spoke of?” Greg asked.
“Here,” Heston said, zooming out the map half again. “There’s an inlet on the western side that comes within 30 kilometers of our furthest mining sites, though we’re scheduled to add two more this year within 20 kilometers.”
“How many submersibles do you have?” Lens asked, studying the map intently. “And how big are they?”
“SUV up to a blimp in size, with the larger ones numbering less than fifty, though we have well over 1000 of the small craft. None of my people work in suits, everything is done from a pressurized cabin via controls.”
“And the armed ones?” Roger asked.
“They’re midsized to small utilizing a contact arm with a stun dart on the end. On contact an energy discharge occurs, numbing or rendering the target unconscious. I have no idea how it works, except that it’s not an electric charge or harmful to machinery.”
“We’ve worked with stunners before,” Greg said, almost offhandedly. “What are your larger submersibles used for?”
“There are two types…cargo haulers and mobile platforms. The first is self-explanatory, the second is what we use for exploratory digs and recovery efforts in lieu of building new outposts. They’re small scale mining units that we can float around wherever we like, land on the target, dig down to recover samples or seafloor nodules, then reposition to other sites on a whim.”
“What types of materials do you mine?” Leo asked. “I can’t image you collecting every element and compound required to build this city?”
“No, not everything. Certain select materials have to be acquired from other sources, true, but the bulk of the construction materials comes from us. The rest are purchased using the currency exchanged for the gold, silver, diamonds, and precious gems we recover on a fairly regular basis.”
Lens raised an eyebrow. “You’re not talking sunken pirate ships loaded with treasure?”
Heston laughed. “No, no…there’s plenty of interesting deposits laying around on the surface surrounding hydrothermal vents. The stuff comes up from the high pressure regions in the crust or lower and spills out into the region over the centuries. A great deal of our mining endeavors are just to sift through the silt and pick the stuff up.”
“Are there active vents nearby?” Greg asked, a bit concerned.
“All extinct. We can’t afford to risk mining around active sites, let alone build a city in an area where a lava plume could rise up beneath it. No, this area is tectonically stable. The deposits came from thousands of years ago and have been waiting around to be picked up ever since.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t cleaned out the area already,” Roger commented.
“There’s a lot of seafloor out there, but we have sifted through everything close by, which is why we keep expanding our perimeter. Silt recovery is phase 1 of our operations. Phase 2 involves digging down to the bedrock, setting up a dome to keep the backflow from recovering the site, and coring out samples to see what we’ve got to work with in the upper crust. If we find something of value we start sectioning off the area and cutting out segments, which we then transport to a crush dome where we pulverize and dry the material to then be shipped back to here for processing.”
“Phase three involves gas or oil capture, of which we currently have 2 sites. Since Atlantis runs on hydrogen fuel cells, the oil is used in the creation of polymers and the gases are used for similar indirect manufacturing purposes. Phase 4 involves the creation of permanent outposts in the craters resulting from phase 2 mining. These either house the crushing and drying apparatus, vehicle sheds, or storage areas. Phase 5 sites are outposts that harbor the deep drilling apparatus, which involves drilling a series of thick shafts more than a mile deep and pulling up all the constituent materials for processing…then moving a few dozen meters to the side and repeating the process.”
“Phase 6 is our newest endeavor, which involves deep drilling to set up permanent mining facilities below ground, similar to the method used beneath mountains on land. Large chambers are hollowed out and material recovered. Trick is, we have to keep ours air tight, so we’re building a habitat at the same time as we’re digging. After a while we’re going to have a series of catacombs in the bedrock that we can use for storage or any other purpose we like.”
“Is there a phase 7?” Lens asked when he stopped talking.
“Not yet implemented, but phase 7 is deep water excavation. Underground the extreme pressure is mitigated by the density of the rock, but in the open water it’s a greater concern. We have equipment that can go deeper, but we’re not fully set up for that yet, and until the probing missions are completed we’re obligated to wait.”
“What kind of probes?” Greg asked.
“Unmanned and manned exploratory vessels to chart the deep areas. They’re not due to begin mapping operations for another six months. Davis wanted sufficient deep water escort vessels should we encounter more hostile wildlife.”
“How deep are we talking about?”
“In excess of 800 meters. Atlantis sits on a plateau only a few hundred meters deep, our mining operations operate on that plateau and then gradually sink down to 600 meters at the deepest, then there’s a sharp drop off down to more than a mile. That’s where the big critters live.”
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Roger took a step closer to the map, looking at the deep region immediately west of Atlantis. “Has there been any reconnaissance of these areas to date?”
“Just some deep sonar when we were scouting out the area before the city was built. It gives a generic topography, but nothing very detailed, and no help geologically.”
“Have you run across any skeletons…large ones?”
“Oh yes, we’ve dug up quite a few, and not all of them have matches in the scientific catalogs. Fortunately Davis gave us permission to dispose of them after a quick photo session, otherwise we’d never get anything done with the scientists nosing around, treating a 100,000 year old dead critter like it was the most important thing on the planet and telling me to put everything on hold while they took their time tucking it into bed.”
“Any of the big ones?”
“Not whole, but we did find some scattered bones that came from something gigantic. I suspect we’ll find a lot more when we get down into the deeper water. Things have a way of settling in the deepest areas in the water with the currents sweeping the trash about.”
Suddenly the rim of the screen began flashing purple along with a whisper-quiet alarm clicking like a Geiger counter. 
“Speak of the devil,” Heston said, walking over to a nearby console and grabbing an earpiece from the hand of the woman working the station. He put the earpiece on while the women directed the comm signal to all submersibles currently in the field. “Heads up boys, we’ve got a big one coming up out of deep water. Sector 12 and heading northeast. All craft working the immediate area shut down and make like a rock and wait for your escorts to arrive.”
Heston gestured to the woman who adjusted the comm line to reach the four escort craft currently in the water. “Target is a category 4. All of you better head that way in case it wants to cause trouble.”
Someone answered back through the earpiece, but the adepts couldn’t hear.
“Not a squid,” Heston answered the pilot, looking at the sonar image that had been superimposed over the map. “I don’t recognize the silhouette, but it’s definitely doesn’t have tentacles. It’s thick bodied.”
Another pause.
“Will do,” Heston said, taking off the earpiece and handing it back to the woman. “Prep another two escorts and dispatch them immediately.”
“On it,” she said, putting the earpiece in and typing away at her control keyboard.
“Category 4?” Greg asked when Heston walked back over to them.
“Size classification. Whatever this is, it’s bigger than a house. We’ve only had two cat 4s before, both of which were squid.”
“Something new then?”
“Possibly. We’ll get a better sonar image the closer it gets to our sensors, then an EM scan when the escorts get to it.”
“What’s their range?” Leo asked.
“Depends how much dust is in the water. Our equipment keeps it to a minimum, but there’s enough residual particles in the water to keep the sensor range inside of 400 meters on the best days. Their sonar units will provide a decent picture when they get inside a kilometer.”
“Can we get their feeds here?” 
“Yes.”
  
The lead escort vessel motored over the seafloor infrastructure powered by two internal fan blade tube engines, sucking in the water at the bow and shooting it out the back at variable angles to assist in steering as it moved to intercept the target, just now becoming visible at the edge of sonar range. The pilot inside primed the forward stun rod, extending it forward like a long pole and charging the tip, which would hold the energy until physical contact was made, otherwise it would just bleed off into the water uselessly.
Below his sentinel, an elongated submersible designed for its speed and maneuverability, Robert passed over one of the mobile platforms, now firmly attached to the sea bed and drilling core samples in preparation for another possible outpost expansion if the bedrock contained the necessary ores. Seemingly oblivious, the tiny running lights on the gigantic submersible passed by and left the forward view totally dark, with no other Star Force infrastructure before him to mark his passage.
Having worked these waters for more than six year, Robert knew the topography intimately, as well as how a little vertical drift could run one into the ground without the pilot even feeling the shift, so he kept a close watch on his ground sensors and kept a steady 60 meter minimum clearance at all times while watching the target continue to grow larger on his secondary screen.
The sonar image was fuzzy, but Robert now agreed with Davis that it wasn’t a squid, though whatever it was it was huge…far larger than anything he had personally come across. During his usually boring shifts he’d spotted a category 3 sea snake, a pair of category 2 squids, more whales than he could count, and a rare category 2 jelly fish that moved so slow it almost didn’t seem worth chasing.
This current target, however, was moving at a good clip in a diagonal that would just cross the edge of their territory where several small craft were scraping up the silt and sucking it into collection bins where it would be sorted out and the useless material compacted down into cubes for disposal back on the sea floor, all of which kept the dreaded dirt clouds at bay from covering the entire area with a blackening fog.
Not that there was any surface light getting down this far, but the faint, distant glows of outposts and ships gave everything a sense of direction as opposed to the infinite blackness that seemed to defy any orientation stretching out in front of Robert’s sentinel. Only the sonar provided him a crude map of the area until he finally activated the flood lights and search beams.
The flood lights were mainly focused below the ship, while the search beams were odd spectrum lasers used for computer analysis, which would then be displayed in a synthesized map. It offered greater detail at shorter range, so long as the water remained clear. Some frequencies managed to penetrate the haze better than others, but dirt clouds usually rendered the system all but inoperable.
Fortunately the waters were pristine and the sensors were able to get a good silhouette of the creature before Robert came very close, then added detail and depth with every meter he closed. The category 4 target adjusted its swimming direction slightly as he approached, which was the most common response to the sentinels and their primary purpose…to shoo off the critters rather than stun them, which they reserved for close encounters and grapples.
That wasn’t going to be a concern this time, for the creature had no claws or tentacles…rather it had four giant flippers sprouting out from a thick shell. Its head was angled and came to a point, with enough of a jawed beak on it that Robert didn’t want to come anywhere near its mouth for fear of it biting his ship in two. Out the back came a studded, thick tail that flattened out like a rudder, making the monster look very similar to an oversized turtle…a mean, gigantic turtle that didn’t look like it wanted to be messed with.
As he flanked its starboard side, following a parallel path about 300 meters away, two more of the sentinels arrived and stacked into a wall-like formation and eased towards the creature. Luckily it responded by drifting aside as well, allowing them to turn it away from the glowing dome ahead and the dark little rocks on the surface that were powered down scrapers and other silt movers.
Once they were north of the highest latitude of their infrastructure the sentinels turned off, leaving the plated behemoth to its own business and returned to their patrol routes, thankful that it had moved off so willingly. 
Robert framed a computer generated picture of the creature and saved it to a special memory file that he kept as a personal scrapbook and tally count of all his close encounters, the first to go under the level 4 category, putting him slightly ahead of some of the other pilots he was in a friendly competition with. The giant turtle had just earned him 4 points and a new bedtime story for his kids when he got back to Atlantis.
  
Back inside the control room Heston and the four adepts were busy analyzing the image captures and sonar data, trying to sort out exactly what the creature had been. Greg was both impressed and dismayed with its size, never before having realized just how alive the ocean was and grateful to be sitting safely inside the city and not in one of the submersibles out there.
“Looks like we’ve got another entry to make in the catalog,” Heston commented when they couldn’t find a match. “He’s a big one too. Probably could cause a lot of trouble if he wanted.”
“Do you have anything other than the stunners to work with, weapon wise?” Lens asked.
Heston frowned. “Sometimes the lights will scare them off, and some of the braver pilots have gotten in the habit of bumping them away, but the stun rods have been the most effective by far. We considered developing some sort of sonic deterrent but never got very far with the idea.”
Greg glanced at Lens. “You starting to get ideas?”
“A few.”
“Me too,” Greg admitted, pointing to one of the outposts on the wall screen map. “What’s this?”
“Phase 4 outpost, one of our earliest. Used mostly for storage now. The processing units it contained have been moved further out to be nearer the active mining sites.”
“How long would it take you to get us out there?”
“About 20 minutes. Feeling like a sightseeing tour?”
“Something like that,” Greg admitted.
“Alright, let’s head over to the docking module then,” Heston said, heading towards the door. The foursome followed him out and back across the way they had came, passing by the transport platform and walking a long way next to the giant wall on a sidewalk protected by a sturdy railing separating it from a ‘road’ that several dump trucks were traveling about on, hauling heaping loads of crushed rock to and fro amongst the dozens of small mountains blocking the view from the walkway and obscuring the true size of the chamber.
One of the massive trucks rumbled by four meters to their right, rising several meters over Greg’s head, making the railing seem woefully inadequate, but the driver didn’t vary from his course by so much as a foot and passed by harmlessly. A second truck also passed them several minutes later just as they were approaching the docking hub entrance. Large containment doors stood wide open, creating a gap in the western wall even larger than the trucks that could easily pass two wide through them.
An empty truck was returning from the north and ducked into the archway just as the group made a slight left turn and walked through the cattycorner entrance in the southwest corner of the storage floor…which took them over a minute to pass through. The sheer size of everything in the ‘undercity’ was intimidating, and the docking hub was no exception.
Once through the entrance the hub stretched out in a huge rectangle north and south of their position with several roads spanning the length with half a dozen of the trucks visible at varying distances. Offset from those roads were loading stations where monorail tracks circling about, coming in and out of dozens of huge tunnels heading out the western edge of the hub. There were two trains docked at the moment, both to the north, with a series of cranes and augers emptying the open topped rail cars and filling the much smaller trucks that slowly carried the load into Atlantis.
“Down here,” Heston said after giving them a moment to look around. He stepped into a small alcove and walked down a hidden staircase that brought them down below the floor and into a tunnel that ran underneath the roads the trucks were traveling on. They rose back up on the other side near a smaller monorail station that serviced what looked like tiny tracks in comparison to the cargo lines.
“These are personnel lines,” he explained, checking in with the service desk that oversaw all traffic and kept a number of the automated cars at each location on the grid so that no one would get stranded. “They run through the same tunnels, parallel to the larger trains but in a dedicated system that’s disconnected from the airway in case of flooding. It pretty much runs through the wall, so there’s not much to see,” he said, opening the vertical door and stepping inside the bus-like car capable of seating up to 20 people.
Heston walked up to the front of the transport and keyed in their destination on a control panel then sat down on one of the bench-like seats that ran the perimeter of the rectangular car, leaving the center open to accommodate additional people if necessary, with handholds on the ceiling for balance.
“We shuttle our work crews out and back from Atlantis each day, with the farthest outpost being just under 2 hours away. If and when we continue to expand further, we’re going to have to start building habitats for the workers to live in during long shifts, otherwise half their day will be spent in travel time. We’ve been working with the engineers to design suitable facilities, but so far no plans have been finalized.”
“How big is your workforce in the field?” Roger asked.
“It varies, but usually we have about 4000 people out at any time, with continually rotating shifts. It’s dark down here all day, so there’s no point in keeping to a surface schedule. We’re pretty disconnected from the rest of Atlantis, and run our little realm by a different set of rules.”
“I wouldn’t call this realm ‘little’ by any extent of reasoning,” Leo differed.
“Ha. If you knew how much ocean was out there you’d realize our operations are tiny. Take all the landmasses on the planet and squeeze them together and they’d fit in this ocean with room to spare. Then consider that the average depth is well over a mile, meaning living space higher than any city’s skyscrapers across the entire ocean and the notion that we live on a water world begins to come into perspective a bit, but the sheer size of it all is even hard for me to contemplate. What we have here is just a drop in a drop in a drop of the big bucket…and there are five buckets on the planet.”
“Point taken,” Greg said as the car began to smoothly glide off down the track laterally then took an offshoot to one of the giant tunnels, dipping into a hole in the ‘wall’ of the tunnel and disappearing from view.
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The tunnel was similar to the transit lines that ran throughout Atlantis…dark, cramped, and with nothing to see but running lights. The inside of the car was much larger though, and allowed the men to walk around during the trip as they talked through the setup operations that enabled the first mining site and the construction of Atlantis’s foundations, which were situated in a cradle that sat on top of the bedrock as opposed to drilling footholds to firmly grip the Earth’s crust. 
With the city’s design, they were using the sheer weight of the construct to hold it in place, with no detectable slippage occurring in the years since completion. It was a design motif enabling internal structural integrity, for if the ground were to split beneath them the city wouldn’t be sheered in half by its own ‘legs’ when they were pulled apart, not that they were expecting any such fissures to arise within the area, but it also made the city more resistant to earthquakes, which they did experience on occasion.
The rail tunnels themselves were also designed to ‘float’ on the ground rather than be anchored in place, other than by their weight. The entirety of one line was open air, but the side tunnel that they were traveling in was separate, with its own airway and emergency stoppage points along the pair of tracks that ran one on top of the other to allow for transit in opposite directions simultaneously.
The stoppage points were little more than platforms that connected to a pressurized rescue room that also connected into the main tunnel via pod-like airlocks that would allow personnel to transfer through in a small booth that would swivel about and only allow a few bucketfuls of water into the room along with the person, even if the other side was completely flooded. Same went for the access airlocks from the small line’s side.
To date there had never been a line breach, but they’d designed the tunnels with web-like internal structures that would keep a single hole from collapsing a much larger section, meaning that it would take longer for the ocean water to flow in and fill up the miles long tunnel to the top, thus increasing the survival odds of anyone caught inside, though the train engines were fully pressurized ‘ships’ of their own, capable of surviving and even towing their cargo while completely submerged underwater if need be.
Greg appreciated the safety precautions, especially now that they were only meters away from the ocean through the tunnel walls. 
When they arrived at their destination the rail car slowed to a stop as it branched off the main line and entered a dedicated alcove inside a much larger train station. For the first time since they left Atlantis they could see the main monorail line, branching off at a 90 degree angle and heading into the outpost dome that was larger than any sports stadium Greg had ever seen. 
“There are watertight doors that can seal off the spur line in case of flooding,” Heston offered as they walked down a wide connective walkway alongside the rail line as it traveled down a stubby tunnel large enough on its own to hold a basketball stadium. “With backups here at the entrance,” he said, pointing ahead to the widening point.
“Automatic or manual?” Lens asked.
“So long as the monitoring systems are live it’s manual, but if they go down it switches over to automated triggers, along with bilge pumps and air lines to replenish lost atmosphere. Each outpost can draw either from Atlantis through the tunnels, dedicated tunnel feeds encased in the walls along with the personnel rail car lines, or by inflatable tethers that will float up to the surface and draw air in directly.”
When they walked into the outpost they saw a widespread flat area rising up several stories beneath a geodesic dome, opaque, but with visible support structures everywhere across the roof connecting to several main support pillars that ran up from the floor. The monorail line ran straight through the center and dead ended three quarters of the way in. Spaced in tiny clumps around the floor were stacks of metallic crates and sporadic pieces of construction and/or mining equipment, but for the most part the outpost was a gigantic empty room.
“So this is just sitting unused right now?” Greg asked.
Heston nodded. “Distance is key to all our operations, and since this one was built several other outposts have taken its place as the closest storage facilities to the active mining sites.”
“You’re not going to turn it into a phase 6 site?” Roger asked.
“We considered it, but the deep deposits under our feet can be reached via nearby sites just as easily once they branch out. This facility is too close to the city and would curtail expansion in that direction since it’s been labeled a mining dead zone. We don’t want to risk subsurface instabilities that might affect the city’s cradle, potentially tipping it off balance. I don’t even have a clue how we’d fix something like that, so we’re not digging anywhere within 10 kilometers of the city.”
Leo looked up at the dome, wondering how strong it actually was. “Any of these ever break?”
“It’s a lot sturdier than you might think,” Heston said, following his line of sight. “It’s made of a new alloy created by Star Force called Herculium. We mine the constituent metals and additives and produce it ourselves. I don’t believe it’s available to the public markets yet, but it’s more than 200 times stronger than basic steel and a third lighter, and there are tons of the stuff up there and below our feet, so don’t worry about any accidental flooding. The dome could take a torpedo hit and not crack.”
“We’re familiar with the material,” Roger told him, “I’ve just never seen it used on this scale before.”
Heston’s face scrunched. “I didn’t think anyone used it aside from us. We have to, to survive the pressure within design standards, which are beyond conservative.”
Greg smiled. “Yes, Davis likes to play things safe with infrastructure. We’re beginning to experiment with Herculium in spacecraft, particularly in the larger designs to keep the structural framework from warping during heavy acceleration burns.”
“Well I hope you guys don’t start using a lot of it. We only get as much as we can make, and our seafloor expansion is dependent on the material. We’d have spread out further by now if not for lack of the necessary building materials.”
“I can’t say for sure, one way or another,” Greg wavered, not informing him of all the military applications that they had planned for the material, “but I think we might have a use for this warehouse. How many others do you have with this much empty space sitting around.”
“Four, but this is just the tip of the iceberg. Most of the outpost is below our feet.”
Greg and the others exchanged glances. “How much more?”
“I’ll show you,” he said, gesturing off to their left and leading them to a large freight elevator the size of a tennis court. Once they were all inside the perimeter Heston walked over to the control platform and triggered their descent.
The large section of floor detached and sunk below, exposing another huge room broken up only by support struts. The ceiling was flat, unlike the dome, but it still rode several stories above the floor. The adepts remained silent until the elevator dropped down through the floor again, exposing a third gigantic chamber.
“How many levels are there?” Greg asked.
“Sixteen.”
Leo whistled appreciatively.
“All the same size?”
“Save for the bottom three, which get progressively smaller,” he said as they passed down into the fourth level.
“Can you stop here?” Roger asked.
Heston hit a switch and the elevator leveled out even with the floor.
“Give us a moment?” he asked, pointing off into the massive chamber.
“Sure,” Heston said, waiting at the controls.
The four adepts walked off into the emptiness, noticing several other elevator shafts around the perimeter, until they were out of earshot.
“I think this could work for us,” Greg said immediately. “It’s a bit of a delay getting here, but there’s plenty of room to build whatever we need.”
“And maybe they could even connect our private lines so we could have a straight shot here,” Leo added. “And I’m pretty sure our pods can travel faster than those cars.”
“They did seem slow,” Lens agreed. “But all this isn’t going to be enough.”
Greg’s eyes narrowed. “He did say there were three others like this.”
“That’s not the point,” Lens argued. “We need to build hardened structures. This dome is designed to protect against the pressure, not attack. The water will protect us to a point, but we’re going to have to bury any structures we build under meters of armor, if not the seafloor itself.”
“Lens is right,” Roger said after a moment of thought. “This facility will work as a transitional training center, but long term we have to be thinking ahead. If we’re going to build a sanctum, it needs to have all the bells and whistles. Until then, we can make use of this facility and the others if adequate transport can be arranged.”
“I see your point,” Greg said. “Does anyone have any idea how long it would take them to build a full blown sanctum?”
“Assuming we even had blueprints made up…several years minimum,” Roger answered.
“Is it worth it to build up this place for only a few years?”
“How big a sanctum are we talking about?” Lens asked.
“Like Paul said, something akin to the Jedi temple.”
“Then it’ll have to be huge, and given that it takes longer to build underwater than it does on the surface, or probably even in space, we could be looking at more than a decade,” Lens laid out for them. “We can’t wait that long for adequate training facilities. Once the second class graduates we’re going to be overcrowded, so I think we need to build here as both an overflow and a trial run for the main sanctum to be built later. There’s a lot of ideas still sitting on the drawing board for lack of room in Atlantis. Let’s explore those before we start deciding what we want to make for keeps in the true sanctum.”
Greg nodded. “Transitional it is then. These rooms are also big enough to begin testing our mech designs, and no one will even know we’re here.”
“Good point,” Roger added.
“What about his water navy?” Leo asked, gesturing to Lens.
Greg exchanged glances with the three of them. “This probably isn’t the only world with water on it. If the V’kit’no’sat can fight underwater we need to learn how as well…if they don’t, then we need to even more so to develop an advantage over them, or at least to give us a place to run to. Problem is, I’m not sure where to start. Will lasers even work underwater?”
Lens shook his head. “Not well. I think the more power we put into them the more it will vaporize the water and refract the beam. They might work at point blank range as cutting tools, but I wouldn’t count on more than that. It’s something we need to look into though.”
“Alright, lasers are out,” Greg said. “Rail guns won’t work in the water at the speeds that make them lethal, so I guess we’re left with missiles?”
“Torpedoes,” Roger corrected. “Sluggish, bulky torpedoes.”
“Which means we need other options,” Greg pointed out, looking to Lens. “Think you’re up to the challenge?”
He smiled. “Always.”
“Water navy it is,” Greg decided, knowing he wouldn’t get any argument from the others. “We can have one of the outposts reconfigured as a naval research base and start learning what does and doesn’t work in the water.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Roger agreed. “Let’s get back to Atlantis and have Davis kick his engineers into overdrive. We’ve got a lot of building to do.”
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July 24, 2047
  
Cora felt her balance slipping backwards again, unable to do anything about it strapped inside the mech. In a vain attempt she threw out her arms in front of her, but the initial momentum only pushed her back further. As she fell backwards she brought her knees up to her chest, buckling her legs to diminish the fall, but she still hit hard, jarring her to the bone despite the cushioning springs in her harness.
“Ow,” she said to herself, staring up at the domed ceiling of the underwater outpost through the ribcage of the mech. The high set floodlights had become an all too familiar sight. 
Stretching out her legs, and those of the mech, flat to the ground, Cora twisted her hips and brought her right leg up over the left as she pushed off with her right arm, flipping her over onto her side. From there she pulled her right knee up and flipped over onto it, bracing herself with her arms in a low hunch position. 
Hanging from inside the protective cradle in the chest of the mech, but otherwise exposed to the open air, Cora maneuvered her arms and legs about, working the mech’s feet back under it and standing up slowly, cautiously. It took her more than two minutes to get back into a standing position, and that choreographed routine had taken her more than a month to learn.
Now fully righted, Cora could see out through the support beams crisscrossing around her and spotted the pair of automated mechs on the other side of the giant room, walking about on slow, predetermined paths. Boris and Dan were taking them through their paces with the onboard computers handling the walking calculations while they did the ‘driving,’ providing data and feedback for the crew of techs working out of a small booth as they constantly upgraded the movement programs, making the awkward machines a bit less stupid each day.
At the moment they were doing better than Cora, but she knew that in the end the computer controlled mechs wouldn’t be good enough in combat against the V’kit’no’sat. They had to be agile and quick, which meant the movements of the machine had to exactly mimic the movements of the pilot, otherwise they really were just drivers and not super-sized warriors. 
To make that dream possible, Cora and the other adepts self-assigned to the mech division had painstakingly designed a control system that should have given the pilot the ability to maneuver the mech around with no computer control. They knew as a prototype it would be a work in progress, incredibly crude in the beginning, which they would have to suffer through, but that that struggle would be a necessary prerequisite in creating an adequate system down the road.
The system they created was based on the skill of the pilot rather than the engineering, using her balance for the mech’s balance, requiring Cora to be strapped in at the back, so that her vertical orientation exactly matched the mech’s. Her arms and legs hung free inside the orb-like cradle, encased in plates and straps that matched the pieces of the mech’s arms and legs. If the machine’s leg got caught on something and pulled backward, the plates around Cora’s leg would similarly be pulled back, though not with enough strength to potentially snap her bones, but enough to give her a crude ‘feel’ for the machine instead of having to rely on vision alone.
Likewise, whenever Cora pushed against the straps and plates, the machine’s servos would activate and move its arms and legs. In theory, that meant she should have been able to learn to walk around in the giant suit that right now looked like a birdcage of machinery with her being the canary inside.
Their first attempt was an utter failure. Neither she nor the others could even take a single step without falling off balance. They quickly realized this was because they hadn’t allowed for the pilot’s hip movements when walking. A Human can lift their leg a couple of inches straight up using only their hips, but the machines fixed legs couldn’t, so they’d had to redesign the mech’s structure not once, twice, or even three times, but a full six revisions, making the machine more Human-like before Cora had finally been able to walk a few steps.
Since then they’d been tweaking the control systems, foot pads, and other small details as she worked to learn the machine, knowing that her own improvement as a pilot was going to be the deciding factor, and given the awkwardness of the controls Cora knew she had a huge learning curve to overcome.
Meanwhile the others worked on parallel research, exploring the possibilities of tradition computer-controlled mechs as seen in many scifi franchises. That wasn’t going well either, but at the moment they were having the greater share of the minimal gains recorded, with a full basic obstacle course completion run to their credit.
That obstacle course was little more than a lot of twists and turns, none of the ramps, inclines, or objects to walk over that had been created for testing. Both groups were having enough trouble just walking in a straight line, so there was no point in throwing anything even mildly challenging at them yet.
Cora had to be constantly vigilant just to keep standing, even with the wide feet of the mech that seemed to almost balance itself. Oddly enough, the mech could stand up fine on its own when ‘parked,’ but when Cora was inside she had a tendency to fall backwards. They figured it was part of the acclimatization process as Cora incorporated the mech’s movements with her own and ‘unlearned’ how to move as a Human. 
Even with all the design changes, the mech was incredibly stiff compared to Cora’s body, and the slight, natural balance movements that she made when walking or even standing didn’t translate into the mech, which was why she often tipped over backwards without realizing it until it was too late…which meant for now she was better off moving constantly, even if it was just shifting her feet in place, rather than standing completely still.
So once she got the mech back up into a standing position, yet still slightly bent forward at the waist, she took a step forward, over-twisting her hips to keep the leg’s movement from throwing her off balance. The foot came down hard on the ground, and Cora’s own foot felt like it hit a brick when the plate underneath her heel suddenly stopped moving, simulating the pressure of the ground beneath the mech’s foot.
She pushed forward and shifted balance between legs, then quickly snapped the other forward, all the while keeping slightly bent forward, afraid of falling backwards again. 
Her foot came down and she followed it with another step…then another…then another, ending with her arms coming forward and impacting the crushable barricade surrounding one of the dome’s support structures. Using the mech’s arms she leaned against the pads for balance and shuffled her feet, awkwardly turning the mech to the right before staggering off with heavy steps again.
She didn’t make it to the next barricade, falling forward about halfway there. As the floor came rushing up towards her face she jabbed her ‘hands’ down in front of her and caught her fall, then pulled her knees up underneath her and slowly got back to her feet, then walked on until she hit face forward into the next pillar cushion.
Originally, the protective pads around the support pillars hadn’t been designed as walking aids for the mechs, but Cora needed the extra help turning so she was improvising, knowing that each step she took brought her a tiny bit closer to adapting to this frustrating machine, so she wanted to get in as many steps as possible, which meant staying on her feet, so she’d use as many crutches as were available…in this case meaning the support pillars in the otherwise empty section of the room.
Off on the other side of the testing yard Dan’s backwards legged mech walked forward quickly and tried to turn through a wide arc at speed…resulting in the computer controlled steps dumping the top-heavy machine over mid turn. It hit hard and skidded several meters, eliciting a small laugh from Cora. At least she wasn’t the only one falling today.
After three hours of the mech step workout Cora was thoroughly sore, and knew she needed at least a short secondary workout to mitigate the damage before she got to her core workouts the next morning, so after traveling back to Atlantis along with a carful of miners she hit the track and got 3 miles of running in, having to relearn her own steps the first couple laps as her mind was still in mech mode. 
After her body smoothed out she clipped off her laps at 95 seconds each without using a pacing light. Cora watched her splits but didn’t have to make many adjustments, her body being very familiar with the stride length and cadence required, giving her a quick, soothing run that left her feeling refreshed and hungry, glad to be back in an efficient body rather than the cumbersome mech that needed massive redesign…but she knew that that redesign would come from her gaining experience in the machine and telling the engineers what to change, so she was going to have to tough it out for a while longer.
There were other adepts ready and eager to start learning to pilot the mechs, but until she could get something workable for them to use they were going to have to wait. It was up to her to trailblaze this piece of their military puzzle, even as others frustratedly worked through their own problems, setting up the groundwork for those that would follow. 
Cora hoped the second class would appreciate that, though in all honestly they wouldn’t even have a clue. It was still a matter of some discussion amongst the adepts whether or not they would pass the Final Challenge…and what Wilson would do with them if they didn’t. If they did pass, then they’d have to incorporate them into their command structure, which was virtually nonexistent at this point. All of the adepts worked together so well that there was no need for ranks, and they’d been dragging their feet on establishing any, even as the potential graduation date for the newbs was growing close.
Once Cora finished her run she hit the showers and headed over to the cafeteria before coming back to their quarters block, grabbing an ambrosia wafer and crashing in the main lounge along with a few dozen of the others. She grabbed an overly stuffed chair and pulled it up in front of one of the dozens of video screens and pulled up a movie from the hundreds of thousands that Star Force had on file as she checked the daily news updates on a small data pad. 
She flipped through the general Star Force updates, noting a festival announcement for next month and a new cruise package available that would take tourists from low Earth orbit out past various pieces of Star Force infrastructure and make a loop around the moon, offering a short stopover for ‘shore leave’ in a small surface resort.
None of that really interested Cora, other than to keep herself in the loop of what the corporate side was up to. After she got through those notices she pulled up the classified reports of all military activities, including progress reports on all divisions, including her own. With their busy schedules, the adepts had almost no knowledge of what everyone else was doing, save for random discussions during downtime. The team leaders tended to stay better informed, but nowadays even they were busy with side projects, so the news updates were their primary method of keeping everyone in the loop.
One permanent entry was the training scores of the trainees, which Wilson was letting them monitor now that they were close to graduation and they would have to give them assignments based on their skill sets. Cora had to admit that there were a few promising individuals, but as a group none of their teams were even approaching the score of the 3s, which had been at the bottom of their own rankings. 
She was afraid that even if they did pass the Final Challenge, they’d have to spend a lot of time breaking them in, and Cora did not feel like becoming a teacher. The trailblazers helped each other all the time, but all of them were really self-taught, requiring only a nudge in the right direction or some key piece of information and after that they’d be good to go. If that wasn’t the case with the newbs, then there was going to be a ruckus, because she and the others weren’t going to waste time babysitting them…which they’d communicated quite loudly to both Wilson and Davis, who had assured them that wouldn’t be necessary.
Cora flipped away from their scores and ran down the last few new items on the list as the opening credits of the movie ended, then she set the data pad aside and blew out a relaxing breath, closing her eyes for a moment and washing away her worries. 
At least they didn’t have to share quarters with them…Davis had acceded to them on that request, so their refuge here, away from the rest of Atlantis, would remain untainted. 
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October 3, 2047
  
“Ok, you’re good to go.”
“Copy that,” Paul answered the voice piping through the worktable speakers. “Remote linkage just kicked in.”
“Take it easy until you clear the dock. I don’t want the backwash scorching the equipment in the berth.”
“Thrusters at 10%,” Paul said, allaying the yard master’s fears. “Confirm umbilicals have retracted?”
“Confirmed,” the voice answered back after a short delay.
Paul used the virtual controls on the touch screen before him and triggered a short burst from the aft thrusters, but the ship’s diagnostics didn’t respond, nor did the image of the vessel from the docking cameras for a full six seconds, then the tiny puffs of ionized gas appeared and the telemetry readings began to register the inch by inch creep of the ship out of the construction slip.
Paul watched the angle to make sure the ship wasn’t listing as he gave it another two bursts, then a tiny corrective thrust to starboard. After that he confirmed the vector was good and waited for the first Star Force warship to drift away into free space.
“Nicely handled,” the voice came back. “Didn’t even scratch the paint.”
“No point in dinging up either one on the first run,” Paul answered as he prepped the main plasma engines while giving the ship another couple thruster puffs to increase the distance from the clandestine military shipyard, located in high orbit twice the distance of the Moon away from Earth and their prying eyes. Save for pointing a telescope at their precise position, there was no way for any ship or probe to happen by their location on accident or by design, since the construction of the station had been kept quiet and out of sight, thanks to the loneliness of the venue, with Earth only a small, bright dot in the starry backdrop, leaving the shipyard essentially floating in a sea of nothingness with no nearby planetoid to visually fix a sense of up or down.
The remoteness of location was also the reason for the signal lag, both for the voice transmission and the remote control link that was enabling Paul to fly the warship on its maiden test run from back in Atlantis. 
“Activating course beacons,” the yard master said a moment before a series of dots appeared on Paul’s navigational screen. He had the computer tag the first and plot a course, then he triggered a rotation of the yacht-sized warship to ‘face’ in that direction before he gently activated the main engines and began moving towards the destination marker.
In truth the cutter had no bow or stern, given that it was a rectangular block twice as wide as it was tall with eight engine vents at the corners. Paul had designed it that way to maximize maneuverability, so the ship could just as easily fly backwards or sideways at full thrust. The mechanics of the plasma engine were held in the center of the H-shaped assembly with the thrust carried out to the directional vents, protecting the engine in the center of mass as well as giving the ship multiple ‘engines’ to lose during combat and still keep flying, since only one of the vent-pods was necessary for basic flight.
Also encased in the armor-plated H-assembly were four separate comm systems and three redundant computers, all of which were hardened against EMP attack. The thruster assembly was a separate unit also contained in the ‘H’ along with the navigational sensors, fuel tanks, and primary fuel cells.
The secondary fuel cells that powered the weapons systems were located in the modular blocks that fit into the two gaps in the ‘H’ and interfaced directly with the ship’s computers, interlinking with their own fire control systems and sensors. Currently the cutter held a laser module in ‘front’ and a missile mod in ‘back’ that contained both offensive missiles and the anti-missile ‘intercepts,’ 18 and 30 in count respectively. 
The laser assembly had a single medium weapon focused along the axis of the ship with a rotating cupola on the front that gave it a 170 degree firing arc. In addition, two smaller anti-missile laser nodes appeared on the upper and lower sides of the mod, giving the warship some measure of defense once the intercepts were used up, though power for the defensive lasers had to be diverted from the main weapon, given that the fuel cells couldn’t provide enough power for both to function simultaneously. 
 That was the in and the out of the ship. It had no living quarters. No bridge. No airlock. No gravity section or cargo hold. It was simply a remote controlled, expendable ship that could be flown by a pilot safely located in a distant station, ship, or surface facility, with the signal lag the only concern, aside from the enemy finding a way to block all communications entirely…in which case the ship would carry out its last targeting orders on its own, then await signal reacquisition.
The comm systems had been designed with multiple devices in the hopes that one type of jamming wouldn’t affect them all, including a laser communication panels located around the center of the ‘H’ that could receive input from a nearby ship that was impossible to block save for physically imposing an object to intercept the comm laser.
Paul had never expected the ships to be flown from Earth during combat, but since this was just a test run and no one was going to be jamming communications he had saved himself the inconvenience of traveling out to the shipyard and arranged for a remote linkup, figuring the six second round trip signal lag was more than worth the tradeoff.
It did, however, mean that he had to fly as if he was playing a game of chess…preplanning each of his moves as he flew the ship out to and around the first navigational beacon, decelerating on arrival and heading off towards the second marker while avoiding a collision with the small floating device with a single tiny blinking green light visually marking its presence on the back side where the sunlight couldn’t be seen reflecting off its dark gray plates.
Paul watched the object and its twins carefully on the warship’s camera displays and sensor board. At close range the beacons stood out easily, but get a few kilometers away and the flashing light was all that was distinguishable against the bright stars. Even the massive shipyard looked like it was about to be swallowed up by the galactic spectacle as the cutter reached the apogee of its lazy loop around the improvised course, though on the sensor board it and the beacons were all that registered, making them plain as day as far as the computer was concerned.
On the way back to the station a special targeting buoy had been set up, which Paul targeted on the move with the main laser, tagging the sensor-located target and ordering the ship to attack, since the signal lag prevented any meaningful manual firing. 
The low power test shot hit and absorbed into the target, which sent a return signal detailing the amount of energy received and where it had hit on the twenty meter wide sphere…which was far left and almost a miss. 
Paul slowed the ship to a crawl and fired off two more test shots, then rotated the giant block up on its side and tested the defensive lasers, firing off a barrage of tiny shots that peppered the target like a machine gun. Satisfied, he flipped the ship over and tested the opposite battery in a similar manner.
“Are you getting this?” Paul asked as he watched the data streaming across the tabletop.
“Receiving and recording.”
“Readying missiles,” Paul said as another idea struck him. “If you don’t mind, use the station’s sensors and see if you can pick up the missile at this range.”
“Give me a moment,” the yard master said, making the necessary preparations.
“No rush,” Paul answered, waiting patiently as he sipped a bottle of sugar-rich fluid that he usually had on hand when working long hours in the information and design center.
“How’s it going?” Sara asked, walking up behind him.
“No problems yet,” he said, rubbing his eyes. He’d been working on three different design projects the past five hours, with Atlantis time now just passing 10:00 pm with most of the adepts already headed to bed, needing a good 8 hours of sleep before they started their morning training sessions at 5 or 6 am, depending on their individual preferences and schedules.
“How’s the lag?”
“Annoying, but workable.”
“We’re ready here,” the yard master answered back.
“Firing on target,” Paul noted for his sake, targeting the sphere and firing one missile towards it at a distance of two kilometers. The tiny tube puffed up and out of the ‘back’ end of the ship, then lit up like a firecracker and zipped forward towards the target. A few seconds later it hit…with nothing happening.
“Our sensors did pick up the missile and registered a successful hit.”
“Thank you,” Paul said, adding that mental data point.
“Not much of a bang,” Sara commented.
“Didn’t want one,” Paul said, zooming in one of the cameras on the distant target, showing a crater on the surface of the sphere where the missile had imbedded itself in the apparently soft surface. “The target is designed to collect the missile in a gel layer. It damages the sensor panels on the surface, but it’s preferable to creating a halo of debris that we’d never be able to completely clean up.”
“Good idea,” she admitted. “Though I doubt it’d be much trouble way out there.”
“I don’t suppose you’ve seen the damage reports from the Lunar runs?”
Sara frowned. “I don’t think so.”
“Well, they’ve been picking up a lot of micro-debris impacts when they’re traveling in a perpendicular direction to orbit out and back from the moon. Nothing that their armor plates can’t handle, but they’re having to refurbish them more often than planned because of the higher speed impacts when cutting across the orbital tracks.”
“So we don’t want to make a mess out here that we might run into on the way to Mars or Venus?”
“That, and some of it could float in towards the planet and cause trouble elsewhere,” Paul explained. “Davis is planning to create permanent sweeper teams to hunt down and collect rogue debris, given how much junk is already out there and how careless the corporate competition is. They’re lucky they haven’t lost a ship yet, but I figure it’s just a matter of time since they don’t carry any heavy plating.”
“Speaking of which, where are we with the rescue ships?”
“Four weeks till the prototype launches. Liam’s going up to oversee the shakedown drills.”
“Really? How long’s that going to take?”
“About a week,” Paul said, ordering the cutter to vector off back towards the shipyard. 
“Where’s he going to train?”
“There are some basic facilities in the station they’re working out of, but he’ll lose a day easy when he takes command of the ship. He doesn’t trust the civilian pilots to figure out the mechanics on their own, so he wants to be there to make sure they get it right the first time out.”
“Ouch,” Sara said, knowing how that much downtime was going to affect him. 
“Yet another reason why we need a functioning command ship,” Paul noted.
“How close are we to that?”
“Twenty years,” the yard master answered sarcastically, still live linked into their conversation.
“Don’t listen to him,” Paul said, waving off the comment. “He’s overly pessimistic.”
“I prefer realistic,” he argued. “We don’t have the technology necessary to create something of that size within the mission parameters you outlined.”
“Yet,” Paul insisted.
“Which is why I say 20 years…minimum.”
“Ten,” Paul answered confidently.
“Not a chance,” the yard master insisted. “We don’t even have a slip half that big.”
Paul looked over at Sara. “We have this type of conversation a lot. I say yes, he says no, then I have to teach him how to do it. You’d think by now that he’d learn to have a little faith.”
“Easy for you to say. You just design them. I’m the one that has to build the damn things.”
Sara laughed. “I’ll leave you two at it then…but for the record my money’s on Paul.”
“You always back each other up,” he complained. “Ease her back, will ya? Don’t want you ramming the yard.”
“I’m on a deceleration track that misses the station by a good three kilometers,” Paul said dismissively. “I want to test the engines out on a hard break before I bring her back to dock.”
“Just remember the signal lag…and this isn’t a video game. We’ve got living people out on this station, so be careful, please.”
“Don’t worry, I’m on top of it. The plasma exhaust won’t even kiss the station.” 
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November 17, 2047
  
Jenkins stood in what had once been one of the adepts’ training chambers, now repurposed for the selective use of the 12 men the trainer was looking over from behind as they viewed secure footage snippets of Vermaire in various combat challenges dominating the trailblazers and other trainees. He kept silent and let the men watch, with their attention immediately caught and kept for more than an hour before the video finally ended with a still frame of the Black Knight lingering on the wall screen.
“Who is he?” one of the martial arts specialist volunteers asked.
“Don’t you mean ‘what is he?’” another one asked. “He’s huge, but faster than should be possible for his size. If I had to guess I’d say he was either a machine or this was movie special effects cut scenes.” 
“He’s real, I can assure you,” Jenkins said dispassionately. “He’s a trainer, like myself, and the model for what you’re supposed to become. Personally I have my doubts. I don’t think any of you are up to this, but if you can even become half as effective as him, you’ll be an asset to Star Force. I wanted you all to see what is possible before we begin, because what I’m going to ask of you is going to be nothing short of day-round training without break for months to come…and that’s just the easy part.”
“Save the bluster for the civies,” a former SAS commando told Jenkins, “some of us have been through worse training than you can imagine. What I want to know is who he was fighting against? They’re rather good.”
A jujitsu world champion turned his head and eyed the soldier. “Good? They were getting pulverized.”
“I wasn’t referring to the outcome, but to their skills and tactics. They were obviously fighting at a disadvantage of size, armor, and no effective weapons. Those paint pellet guns are fine for target practice, and the man was doing a decent job of pretending they were live rounds, but it was hardly a real fight.”
Jenkins held up a hand to forestall any more comments. “What you just saw was not choreographed in any way. The paintball ammunition used was laced with an energy that stuns on physical contact. The black armor he wore offered him some protection, but with enough successive hits he could have been brought down…and was, temporarily a few times. We didn’t include those instances because they weren’t highlights, but I can assure you the weapons were indeed effective.”
“Poppycock,” the commando declared. 
“Unfortunately, no one can be told what the Matrix is,” a voice quoted from behind them in the darkened room. “You have to see it for yourself.”
Jenkins reached over to the wall and brought the lights back up to full illumination as the twelve men turned around to look at Jason in his red striped, white casual uniform identical to Jenkins’ save for the extra coloration. 
“025,” the trainer said with a nod of respect.
“Jenkins,” he acknowledged, though his eye line remained on the men. 
“Hey, he’s one of them,” an Army Ranger pointed out, recognizing his face from the video.
“He’s also your CO,” Jenkins added. 
The four former military personnel straightened on reflex, but the others seemed unphased. 
“You twelve have been selected for an experiment to copy him,” Jason said, pointing to the image of Vermaire on the screen. “But it is unlikely that you will ever meet him. He spends most of his time training, growing stronger and faster with each passing year. Even we haven’t been able to match his skills yet.”
“Who are you, exactly?” a former SWAT team leader asked.
“He’s an Archon,” Jenkins answered. “They’re Star Force’s Generals.”
“Generals?” a martial arts/stuntman asked. “Are you building a security force or an army?”
Jason glanced at the trainer. “How far along are we?”
“Not far.”
“You are here,” Jason began, walking in amongst the group, “because of your prerequisite hand to hand combat experience. It should offer a solid foundation for the beginning of your training, but do not mistake your abilities for anything other than the skills of a child. We have set the bar very high compared to the world’s standards, but in truth the world sucks, so you’ve got a lot of catching up to do just to pass the minimum standards.”
Jason looked around at them, each in turn, judging their reactions. “But like I said, telling you isn’t enough. You have to see it for yourself,” he said, walking past two of the men, brushing shoulders to take a straight line out of the group towards a large sparring ring. “You’ve been together for more than two weeks now, so tell me, who’s the best?”
The SWAT member answered for the group when the others just exchanged glances. “There are some differing opinions on that.”
“Jenkins?”
“I’d say the most confident is Marshal.”
The mixed martial arts Champion smiled cockily. “Nice to have a fan.”
“Marshal it is,” Jason said, waving him forward. “Your objective is simple. Knock me out of the ring.”
“My pleasure,” he said, eyes gleaming with the opportunity to show off his skills as he stepped into the large, 20 meter wide ring. 
Jason stood in the center casually. “Begin.”
“Any rules?” Marshal asked, starting to hop about in a circle around his opponent.
“Standard Star Force sparring rules…no permanent or serious injuries. Nothing that’s going to take away training time the next day.”
“Rough and tumble, but nothing broken. Alright,” Marshal said, twitching in preparation. “You ready?”
“Yes,” Jason said, standing still as the man circled around behind him.
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Marshal said, jumping forward and punching the back of Jason’s right shoulder.
His shoulder collapsed under the blow, then suddenly Marshal found his arm being grabbed and yanked forward as Jason spun about unbelievably fast, backhand grabbing the man’s wrist and stretching out his arm, pulling him off balance as he rotated around and grabbed the man’s neck from behind and, using both points of leverage, threw him forward onto the ground, using most of his own momentum from the punch to do so.
A collective gasp was audible from the others, but Jason just looked down at the MMA Champion. “We can start whenever you like?” 
Marshal growled angrily and jumped to his feet, bringing both hands up defensively and walking forward this time, punching experimentally with Jason dodging each blow by moving only a handful of inches each time, almost as if he knew exactly where the punches were going to land and how deep they would go. 
After four dodges Jason reached his left arm forward and drew it aside, catching one of the punches on Marshal’s inside wrist and pushing his arm wide, opening up the man’s chest where he lightning snapped a stiffened right palm directly into his sternum, knocking him back a full meter and onto his ass. Marshal gasped on the ground, having had his breath unexpectedly knocked out of his lungs.
“He’s fast,” the Ranger whispered to the Brit.
The commando nodded his agreement as Marshal slowly got to his feet.
Jason simply stood in the center, watching the man and waiting patiently, a look of disinterest on his face.
Marshal fained weakness, then dove forward and tried a leg sweep…which stopped painfully short as Jason counter kicked into the man’s leg while holding his ground. 
“Next,” he yelled with disappointment evident in his voice.
The Ranger stepped forward and walked past Marshal as he limped off. The American nodded respectfully to Jason then ran forward and tried to tackle the slightly shorter man around the waist and knock him to the ground where his speed would be of little use.
Jason took one step backward then fell to the ground before contact was made, but too late for the Ranger to abort his tackle. The trailblazer’s legs came up as he landed on his back and caught the man’s fall as he grabbed him by the neck and pulled him over his head. Jason finished his short roll by kicking his feet over his head and propelling the ranger up and out of the ring in a large arc…too large for someone of Jason’s size and build to have managed.
“He’s bloody strong,” the commando commented under his breath as Jason lithely bounced up onto his feet.
“Looks like the recruitment drive was lacking,” Jason commented to Jenkins, but only to irritate the men. “Tell you what. Let’s try this 12 on 1,” he prodded, waving the others forward.
“What are you waiting for?” Jenkins bellowed. “Get in there! Knock him, push him, pull him out of the ring. Whatever it takes,” the trainer said, pointing them towards the ring.
“Alright then,” the commando said, game. He and the others moved forward, then began to circle the ring to try and get behind Jason. They exchanged glances and subtle gestures, attempting to organize their assault as the Ranger got to his feet and rejoined the group, as did Marshal.
Jason stayed in the middle, looking and listening. He figured they were going to try and attack his blind side, but it would do them no good. After all the time he’d spent sparring with his fellow adepts these men seemed pathetically slow, so when the first of them rushed him he had little trouble knocking the man aside into one of his teammates before spinning about and ramming his shoulder into the Brit as he tried to put him in a headlock from behind.
The SAS veteran was knocked backward, his hands grabbing uselessly at Jason’s body as the man juked back and forth, systematically and quickly cutting down all twelve of the recruits. At first they got back up off the mat and continued their attack, but after several attempts they began to realize that it was futile. They were no match for this man.
As they lay on the floor Jenkins walked up, stepping around the bodies as he walked towards Jason, who was still holding position at ring’s center. “I think their eyes are open now.”
“Who are you?” the Ranger asked.
“Someone whose ass the Black Knight kicks on a regular basis,” Jason said, walking over to the Ranger and extending his hand. He pulled the man up effortlessly, further displaying his superior strength. “My name is Jason-025. I’m an Archon. We’re the leaders of Star Force’s military, but we lead from the front, so don’t expect us to behave like your typical Generals and don’t expect to be trained like typical soldiers. We don’t want soldiers. Soldiers are of no use to us.”
“What we want are Knights…one man armies, so to speak, who we can deploy into situations that require hand to hand combat on solo or combined missions. We want you to dominate like the Black Knight did in the training challenges you witnessed, and in order to do that you have to open your minds. The universe is far more complex than you can imagine…and a great deal more impressive than society would have you believe.”
“My skills are still developing. As an Archon I’m a level 2 adept, which in our ranking structure means I’m only an experienced beginner. In the coming years I will become much more powerful, as will the others, through an insane amount of training from your point of view…but to us it’s just become our daily routine. A routine that you will have to mimic.”
“I’m going to leave all the details to the trainers…there’s too much for you to grasp right now and I’m not going to waste my training hours explaining it to you, but I’ll summarize. You are going to have to unlearn everything you know about the world, because you’ve been lied to your entire life. People do not grow old and die naturally. Myself and the other Archons do not grow old. The Black Knight does not grow old. Jenkins here I’m not too sure about, but if he’s keeping up with his workouts he won’t grow old either.”
“Everything you’ve been taught about training and how your bodies function is wrong, and we’re going to teach you the truth…but with that truth comes many secrets, secrets that will open the door of possibility for each of you, but you and only you can walk through that door. We can’t do it for you. You have to make the choice to commit yourself to a new life, a new purpose, and a new identity.”
“What we are asking of you is to become Knights. For Star Force, the Knights will be our ground troops, our security forces, our brawlers, our bad asses in any combat situation. We want you to become like him,” Jason said, pointing towards the distant wall screen. “We want you to become clones, each a one man army, because with the challenges Star Force faces in the future anything less will be cannon fodder on the battlefield, and we do not view any of our personnel as expendable.”
“We will not be fielding an army of millions of gun toting monkeys…we want warriors. War does not make a warrior…training does. Lots and lots of training. It’s how I’ve growing my skills and how the Black Knight has developed his…and it is the only way you will become Knights, so get used to the idea of living in these chambers,” Jason said, spreading his arms wide and gesturing to the facility in which they stood. “They will become your home, if you’re up to the challenge.”
“Sword,” he said, glancing at Jenkins who immediately walked off. 
“As I said before, we want you to become clones of the Black Knight, and whereas you will be clones, the Archons will be Jedi, if you take the Star Wars metaphor. We command. We lead. And we are more powerful than you. That is the way it is now and will forever be…but I don’t want you to accept that. I want you to grow powerful enough to challenge us, for I will tell you a secret weakness of ours, and the reason the Black Knight remains beyond our reach for the moment.”
The men at this point were a mixture of dazed and energized, but they seemed to twitch at the mention of a weakness.
“The Archons are multi-taskers,” Jason said, reducing his voice down to a whisper. “We train to be good at everything. The Black Knight is a specialist. He trains for one purpose only, and that’s hand to hand combat. That’s why he can stand as our equal, and our better. That’s what I want the Knights to become…our equal in your discipline. We’re not going to tolerate that though, any more than we tolerate the Black Knight kicking our asses. We’re training every day to close the gap with him, and we never stop training.”
“But our training is spread out, and the number of hours spent on hand to hand is less than his…and will be less than yours. We’re better than you, though, so we don’t need as much training time for equal results. We know how to train smarter, more specifically, and our experience in multiple areas helps us learn new ways of training, which we will eventually pass onto you after we’ve worked out the bugs and secured a sizeable advantage.”
“Don’t accept that,” Jason intoned. “Take up the challenge and become better than us. You have the advantage of hours…use it. Push us, if you can, for we have no use for weaklings who can’t take two steps without instructions,” he said antagonistically.
“Star Force is structured as a team. The Archons lead, but we do not do everything. We have an army of engineers who pull their weight on a daily basis, and I expect no less from the military. The training staff will teach you much, but I need you to go beyond that. You’re the first ones, the experiment to see if we can copy the Black Knight. Some say that he’s too good of an individual, a fluke that can’t be recreated.”
“Prove them wrong. Learn from the trainers. Learn from each other. And learn from us when we stop by, but make no mistake about the fact that you have to do this yourself. They can’t make you into Knights any more than I can. They will give you the opportunity…but you’re the one that has to come through in the end.”
Jenkins returned to the group silently, sword in hand, and waited on the fringes as Jason spoke.
“I’m guessing that most of you have heard the old cliché ‘there is no I in team.’ With Star Force that is grossly false. Each member of our team has to carry their own weight. If you have no individual skills then you are worthless to the team…therefore, to be the best teammate possible, you have to become the strongest individual you can. Do not make sacrifices. Do not concern yourself with the feelings or progression of others. Be selfish and focus entirely on yourself…but do so without compromising others. That is the key distinction. Do not take away from others anymore than you should take away from yourself. If you can learn that mindset, then you have a chance of developing into a true team member.”
Jason turned and extended a hand to Jenkins, who tossed him the stun sword. “One last lesson before I leave you in the trainers’ hands. Technology changes how battles are fought, and in the present day the gun has replaced martial arts, and in doing so promoted the idea that a soldier doesn’t need skills to be effective, just weapons and numbers. Star Force rejects this philosophy, and the Knight corps is the epitome of the antithesis.”
“The challenge videos that you watched showed combat using paintballs that we call stingers, which are laced with stun energy,” Jason said, glancing at the Brit. “So too was the Black Knight’s sword. And while we use them for training purposes that is not their primary function.”
With a subtle, but distinctive crackle/pop sound Jason activated the stun sword and unceremoniously wacked the SAS commando across the chest.
The man dropped to the floor unconscious.
“The way of the warrior is back in vogue,” Jason said, deactivating the sword and tossing it back to Jenkins, “so get training and prove your mettle, if you have any.”
With that last insult Jason walked off, leaving Jenkins with the group and half a smile on his face.
“You heard the Archon. Time to get to work.”
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June 19, 2048
  
Megan and Emily watched a large data pad in Wilson’s hand outside the Final Challenge chamber as the second class met the Black Knight with a hail of grenades. The baseball- sized paintballs had a metallic core with a priming button, which when pressed activated the delay timer that would charge the liquid with stun energy then pop the solid cover with a tiny explosive charge, spraying the energy laden droplets in all directions. 
None of the grenades actually hit Vermaire, but they covered him with swaths of paint and he fell to his knees immediately…whereupon the trainees rushed out of the doorway en mass, with many of them being hit by the wall turrets as they flooded into the room, half of them wielding personal shields. Those that didn’t have the protective covers made a beeline towards the Black Knight and tried to pummel him with their stun sticks while he was momentarily incapacitated.
“That was too easy,” Emily commented. 
Megan glanced at Wilson. “Did you increase the stun charge in the grenades?”
“No, all their equipment is exactly identical to yours, as is the conditions of the test, but Vermaire requested a weaker set of armor to offset his increased speed and strength, so it takes less hits to slow him down now.”
“Cocky bastard,” Emily commented as the trainees dog piled on top of him, whacking away as their teammates spread out around the walls, taking down the turrets while suffering a significant amount of casualties. “Almost makes you want to go in there and help him.”
Just then the dog pile exploded, with several trainees being tossed through the air as the Black Knight stood up, using one of them as a captive shield across his shoulders. Once on his feet he tossed the unconscious trainee into three of the others then touched his wrists and began to punch them into unconsciousness quickly scattering the group, with Vermaire chasing down two of them before more distant gunners began offering cover fire for their stun stick-carrying teammates.
“Or not,” Megan said. “I had a feeling that was going to happen.”
“They look sloppy,” Emily commented as they finished off the turrets, leaving a trail of bodies in their wake.
“Just the opposite,” Wilson commented. “They’re not as…innovative as you were, so they’ve had to compensate by learning to be methodical and overly analytical. They’ve calculated the odds and are taking the best course of action available to them. If they hold true to past experience, they’ll begin going back for the wounded as soon as the turrets are down.”
True to his word, some of the trainees on the fringes began making runs backwards from the low wall at the finish and retrieving their unconscious teammates one by one as the rest of the heavily armed trainees distracted the Black Knight, with him continuing to add to the body count.
“Still looks sloppy to me,” Emily repeated as Vermaire was taken down to a knee again, with several trainees darting in to drag the unconscious away in the moment of opportunity.
“How has your training been progressing?” Wilson asked.
“We’ve both reached level 2,” Emily answered as they watched the data pad. “Morgan has been letting the other team leaders handle the military design and been pushing her training harder than everyone else. She just made level four last week. A few of the others have made 3.”
“How many levels are you going to have?”
“We haven’t decided yet…we just needed a ranking structure for the kiddos to work their way through,” she said, referring to the trainees. “Otherwise we’re comfortable just making it up as we go.”
“They have an awful lot of firepower,” Megan observed.
“That’s what I mean by them being methodical,” Wilson lightly argued. “They recovered 72 green cards from the maze.”
“Really?” Emily said, the first note of impressment in her voice. 
“I was wondering where they got all those grenades,” Megan added. 
“How long have they been at it?” Emily asked.
“That’s the downside,” Wilson noted. “They get the job done, but they’re slow. Clock’s at 74 hours.”
“They’ve been in there for three days?” Megan asked, aghast.
“Trouble taking the turrets apart?” Emily guessed.
“Actually they didn’t disassemble any of them. They took their time and deactivated the entire field.”
“Wait a minute,” Emily said, glaring at Wilson and his ‘same as them’ previous comment. “The turrets don’t permanently deactivate. The only way to take them offline is to take them apart.”
“Not true,” Wilson said, a small smirk on his face. “You just never figured out how. Each of the turrets has a high threshold for permanent deactivation…something you never reached because you stopped firing when the turrets temporarily deactivated. If you’d hit them with another fifty or so shots immediately after deactivation they would have gone down permanently.”
“Wish we’d known about that,” Emily said, mildly annoyed even though their Final Challenge had been more than two years ago.
“Wouldn’t have mattered,” Megan commented as the trainees recovered the last of their wounded while keeping Vermaire at bay with a hail of stingers completely coating his armor in green paint. “We didn’t have enough ammunition to do that.”
“Point,” Emily conceded.
“There’s also a field deactivation mechanism,” Wilson added, almost offhandedly. “They didn’t find it either, but there’s one turret in each area with a slightly different firing rhythm. If you can take it out before any of the adjacent two rings, it will deactivate the entire field…but if you take it out in sequence like they did it does nothing. Ditto for taking it apart.”
“Any other little tricks we missed?” Emily asked.
“A few,” Wilson said as the last of the trainees made it over the wall and past the finish line, with the main doors in front of the head trainer and two adepts cracking open, revealing the 100 new graduates, many of which were still unconscious.
“They ran out of serum,” Megan noted as the unconscious ones were being carried forward.
Wilson pulled a packet out of his pocket and handed it to her. “I thought they might. They’ve developed a bad habit of taking hits to draw fire instead of dodging. It works for the challenges, so they kept doing it despite the point penalties. Something you’ll have to break them of,” he said as the first few began wandering out of the long connective hallway.
“Among other things,” she said, walking a few steps forward and getting their attention with a wave of her hand. She tossed the packet to the closest one who, to his credit, snatched it out of the air with ease.
“Thanks,” he said, turning back and looking for those still unconscious.
As the others began filing out and gathering around Wilson, Emily began wrinkling her nose. “Whoa, you guys stink!”
“Yes they do,” Megan agreed, waving a hand in front of her face. “Did you guys forget how to shower?”
“We’ve been in there for days,” one of the girls argued. “What do you expect?”
“Wilson, I think you need to add some showers for the slow pokes,” Megan said deadpan. “This is bad.”
“Slow pokes?” another one of them asked irreverently. 
Wilson raised a hand to get everyone’s attention. “Congratulations on passing the Final Challenge. Your basic training is now over. Allow me to introduce 023 and 026, they will be your handlers and superiors during your transition to adept training, which they will explain. My job here is done, and I bid you all good luck…trust me when I say that you’re going to need it.”
“What did he mean by that?” one of them asked as he walked off.
“It means the kid gloves are coming off,” Emily said, looking them over. “And things get much more difficult from here on out.”
“It also means you answer to us,” Megan added. “And we have no time for slackers.”
“We’ve gone through everything you did,” one of them complained. “How can we be slackers?”
Emily walked up to him, then though better of it when she caught a whiff of the surrounding air. “That was the easy part. Adept training is a whole new game, and I’m not convinced you’ll be up to it. It took you three days to get through the Final Challenge. It took us less than one.”
The trainees exchanged glances, but said nothing further.
“You did well getting this far, but you’re on our watch now,” Megan offered. “If we’re going to train and work together, you’ve got a lot to learn and little time to do it in, so keep an open mind and listen closely, because we’re not going to hold your hands past orientation. We’ve got a busy schedule of our own, and if you can’t find your own motivation we’re not going to waste our time with you.”
“Right now though,” Emily continued, “there’s a lot we’ve got to fill you in on…but first you’re hitting the showers, because you really do reek.”
She just stared at them for a moment when none of them moved. “I mean it, go!” she said, pointing down the hallway and the long walk back to the equipment room. “Get cleaned up, then we’ll talk.”
As a group they began walking, slowly, in a haze that was part fatigue, part confusion. Emily and Megan let them get well ahead of them, dragging their stench down the hall with them.
“Well?” Megan whispered.
“I don’t know,” Emily said, watching them walk away. “They look like us, but they don’t feel the same.”
“Think that’s because of the ambrosia, or because they suck?”
“Ask me again when they’re not offending my nose,” she said, smirking. “That is really bad.”
“Yeah it is,” Megan agreed as they started to follow them from a distance. “But if they made it through, they’ve got to have some skills.”
“I know, but if they get stubborn or cocky we’re going to have to beat them into compliance.”
“Easy enough,” Megan pointed out. “Save for the fact that we don’t want automatons, we want improvisers. If they can’t learn to train themselves we’ll have to cut them loose.”
“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Emily agreed, thinking along similar lines. “Let’s see how many of them we can salvage. We’re going to need their help down the road.”
“That we will…” Megan agreed, looking at their ‘peers’ walking ahead of them. Their gait was lithe and strong, similar to their own but smaller somehow, weaker. It was only then that she realized how much the ambrosia training had changed them, both physically and mentally. They’d spent so much time in their own company that they hadn’t recognized their transition from skilled to superhuman, but looking at the second class now as if they were a mirror of themselves a few years ago, the change finally hit home.
The question was, could these trainees make the same transition? Megan wasn’t sure they could, but she also wasn’t going to count them out either after all they’d gone through at the hands of the trainers. That at least was something they had in common.
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