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Along with the runways crisscrossing Atlantis there were hundreds of landing pads for Star Force’s Earth-based air fleet, which consisted primarily of variants of the Mantis-class transport. The VTOL craft were constantly coming to and fro, delivering supplies and personnel across the globe to various spaceports, but over the past two years more than half of all Mantis traffic had been directed to the south, with a never ending circuit of flights delivering supplies down to Antarctica to supplement the naval shipping that carried the bulk of the heavier construction materials.
Mixed into that stream of air traffic today were four medium-sized Mantises that lifted off from Star Force’s capitol in formation and anonymously joined into the flocks of similar craft headed for the southern continent. These four, however, did not carry supplies or technical personnel…they carried the core of Star Force itself. 
Paul studied the datapad in his lap that had tracking data for their flight, along with a host of other options that would keep him preoccupied during the trip, but today boredom wasn’t going to be a concern because all around him sat the other 2s, along with the 0s and 1s. The rest of the trailblazers were flying nearby in the other 3 Mantises, plus Davis, who was riding with Greg and the 7s. This was the first time since the 1st Lunar War that they’d been all together, and as was expected they had a great deal to talk about.
The chatter had been nonstop since yesterday, when the offworld Archons had begun to arrive back in Atlantis. Paul was among the first to return, with those stationed out in Jupiter orbit having the greatest distance to travel. Efficient as always, they’d timed all their trips back so that their arrivals coincide on the same day, and after getting in a thorough, post-landing workout they all retreated back to their original quarters block, hitting the lounge as if they hadn’t spent more than a few days away. Easily slipping back into old habits, they broke out the now ancient videogames along with a few newer versions towards the end of the night.
Earlier this morning they’d all gotten in their core workouts, ate breakfast, then boarded the transports for their flight down to Antarctica…and with nothing to do but seat time the catching up escalated to a furious pace, now that they could communicate without the intolerable time lag that interplanetary signals suffered from. 
The chatter was all business, as usual. Not one of the Archons had anything even resembling a social life, nor did they want one. Ever since they’d been brought to Atlantis that first day to hear Davis’s speech about the V’kit’no’sat and the threat they posed, the trailblazers had been on a mission and never looked back. Now all in their 80s or 90s, they looked far more fit and younger than they had when they’d first tested into the A7 program, not to mention their energy levels had gone through the roof. 
Their former peers wouldn’t have recognized them, having made the transition into ‘old age’ and the lifestyle that went with it. They’d lived the social life, and now had kids, grandkids, and even great grandkids, played golf, watched TV, and patiently waited around to die while the inevitable forward momentum of time swept them from the face of the Earth. As it was, half of their former peers had already died, with many more to come in the following years. Soon they’d be the last of their generation, survivors of the societal life, so to speak. 
Dating had seemed like such a priority to Paul when he was back in high school, almost too long ago to remember. Now it seemed pathetically naïve. Training was everything. Dating, partying, and other forms of social interaction were meaningless…literally. Thinking back, he couldn’t find a single purpose to it all, whereas now everything he did had a purpose. 
Reproduction was the only viable angle he could identify, and that wasn’t on the trailblazers’ to do list. The population explosion on Earth was supplying sufficient numbers for the future, and while there was some speculation amongst Star Force’s geneticists as to what advancements might occur if two Archons were to produce offspring, they didn’t care to find out. To them, all that they had become was due to their training, and anything that interfered with training wasn’t going to be tolerated.
Most of the other Archons had come to reflect this point of view as well, though there were a few isolated rebellions. To date, only 3 Archons had quit and returned to ‘civilian’ life. Two of them said they couldn’t handle the nonstop training any further…or more pointedly, they didn’t wish to continue it. Both of them stepped down to other positions within Star Force, while the third left the corporation entirely, got married, and retired to obscurity. 
All three of them were traitors in the mind of the trailblazers. All Archons had been given information about the V’kit’no’sat during their basic training and updated as new research provided additional insights. They all knew what Earth was up against and how outmatched they were. To abandon that challenge was inconceivable, as far as Paul and the others were concerned, and to this day they still carried significant animosity towards those three. Archons didn’t quit, under any circumstances, yet they had…which made the trailblazers wonder how the hell they’d ever managed to get through basic training in the first place.
Though they’d all had previous life experience before joining Star Force, the trailblazers all had developed a keen distaste for civilians. Not so much those that worked as part of the corporation, but the do-nothing, party-hardy, love-making, out of shape excuses for Humans aimlessly roaming their way through life. It had even gotten to the point where visiting the A7 trainees got to be annoying. This was one of the top things they had been talking about ever since reuniting yesterday, and they’d come to three inevitable conclusions.
First, they weren’t being overly critical. When people are first born they mature mostly on auto-pilot, ‘growing up’ in predictable stages, most of which are unbearably annoying. That was unavoidable, and while they weren’t going to tolerate being around such types, they didn’t hold it against them. They were just newbs, and like the trailblazers had once been, they had to progress through those stages on their own, leveling up as they go. 
It was the ones that, upon reaching adulthood, chose not to advance that deserved their scorn. Training was everything, and those who abhorred training were, in the trailblazers’ opinion, Human flunkies. The design of the Human body and mind was predicated on advancement, and those who did not want to advance were betraying their own design. So no, they weren’t being overly critical. Those who tried and failed could be taught how to succeed given sufficient time and training. Those who chose not to try, well, they deserved the short lives that were coming to them.
Second, they and the other Archons were the tip of the spear, meaning they were supposed to be better than everyone else, and the trailblazers even more so than the other Archons. If they couldn’t hack something then they couldn’t expect anyone else to either, so it was in their nature to push the boundaries while others were more content to learn from their lead. 
This was touted as a lack of character, but a workable relationship given that the trailblazers expected to be superior, but a part of them still looked down on others for not being as eager to explore their capabilities. One who trusted blindly could not be trusted, and more often than not the narrow, box-like thought patterns within Star Force had to be broken up by those of them imaginative enough to see further and question why things were the way they were.
Vision is what most people lacked. All the Archons had it, otherwise they never would have passed the A7 testing, let alone graduated and become Adepts. Still, the trailblazers were a notch above most of the others, and they decided this was in part due to their being the first class to come through with no benchmarks to measure against. It was a matter of perception that had become culture for them…which meant that others could adapt and pick up that culture as well, as many of the more talented second gen Archons already had. 
That meant the problem was fixable with, as always, proper training.
Fortunately there were ‘civies’ that had vision as well. Davis first and foremost among them, but many of his people, handpicked for this reason no doubt, had even gone so far as to grasp the basics of physical training enough for them to achieve self-sufficiency while they focused on their tech specialties. Though seriously inferior to the Archons, they did tip their hats to these visionaries, acknowledging them as if they were kid brothers. But still, given enough time, kid brothers will become unbearably annoying.
Which brought them to their third conclusion. In order for the trailblazers to be themselves, they had to stay away from most people. Not in reclusion, for they worked well within Star Force and with those from other nations they interacted with on missions, but they couldn’t form any sort of relationships with them. 
This had been the key point in their discussions, because it seemed that forming a relationship allowed two people to share each other’s knowledge and strengths, which normally would have been an asset. The relationships between the trailblazers had never been anything but beneficial, and they were carefully examining the correlation between the two with some difficulty. 
That difficulty lay in the fact that the trailblazers had developed a curious ability to bond with each other while maintaining their individuality, while the civilian population tended to bond in a constricting fashion, making solid bonds that linked two into a pair, in most cases, and that pair operated with a bit of a hive mind.
The Human hive mind, they knew, was a real thing. Wilson had taught them that much long ago, but it had never been a hindrance to the trailblazers. Their love of challenge seemed to bleed through it, enhancing the effect on each other. One person’s success or failure spurred the others on, and their combined energy level was always higher than it was when they were training solo, which was why they liked to pair up for workouts whenever they could…unless they were training solo specifically in an attempt to stress load themselves, where any outside ‘help’ would have been counterproductive. 
Everything worked well between them. Efficient, purposeful, logical. The bonds of civilians, however, did not remotely match up. It was considered that maybe what they were seeing was the result of incorrect bond formation. After all, everyone out there was really a newb compared to the Archons, and they’d had the benefit of some of the best trainers on the planet to give them a solid foundation to work from. The people in the general populace didn’t have that. What they did have was other newbs to learn from, and if they were passing bad information along through the hive mind, it was no wonder why things were spiraling out of control.
On their trip down to Antarctica, Paul and the others in his Mantis held a prolonged conversation about the various types of ‘bad bonding,’ beginning with romantic attachment. All of them, it seemed, had suffered from it at some point in their early lives, with heartbreak being one of the stronger emotions they could remember. As they discussed it, they began to lay down some parameters for analysis and quickly came to several conclusions.
The most obvious of which was that romantic/sexual attraction was an idiot switch designed to spur reproduction. By ‘idiot switch’ they meant that it was something that didn’t happen due to excessive thought, it was purely incentive based. An overwhelming sense of pleasure would push all other thoughts aside and the act of reproduction would occur…often leaving one wondering what the hell had just happened afterwards.
There were other idiot switches inherent in Human biological programming. The urge to scratch, or flinch, which happened so quickly it was pure reaction. Touching something hot or cold and pulling back. Stubbing your toe and cussing up a storm…which was actually a distractionary tactic to keep your mind away from the pain as it bled off.
All of these things affected the weak minded person the most, and as such a person could train themselves to become mentally stronger and not respond to idiot switches. The more one was in control of their body the less need there was for preprogrammed responses. It was akin to removing the training wheels from a bike, and as such, the trailblazers’ predilection to respond to idiot switches had long since been burnt out of them. It was a newb susceptibility, they determined, and from that perspective they were able to make several other observations.
Newbs weren’t strong individuals, so a lot of the bad bonding that occurred tended to reinforce a weak area. Oftentimes people would date to achieve a sense of self worth or status elevation…which is why they fell to such emotional lows when that pillar of emotional stability was removed during a breakup. Had the person been a grounded individual beforehand, the heartbreak would never have occurred. 
What did that person typically do after a heartbreak? Find someone else to take their former lover’s place, putting in another pillar to shore themselves up when the true problem was a lack of individuality.
Furthermore, the trailblazers discussed the problems that were inherently created in marriage, with the ‘two become one’ philosophy forming the crux of the quandary. Society was full of adages that no marriage is perfect or that fighting is just a normal and good part of the relationship…all of which dodged the real source of the problem.
Romantic relationships were biologically designed to be temporary.
The idiot switch elicited a brief period of intense passion…then it dissipated, perhaps to be rekindled again later, but it never lasted continuously. This was because the act of reproduction wasn’t a continuous one, all it took was a brief moment for conception to occur and the incentive was geared towards that end.
While one might have considered such a conversation to be societally dangerous or awkward it was quite the opposite for the trailblazers, who occupied the entire passenger hold of the Mantis, for amongst them there were no romantic relationships. No marriages, no children, no dating…nothing. And while a few of them had hooked up initially during the basic training, that tendency went by the wayside as if it were just a childhood idiosyncrasy. The more they developed, physically and mentally, the more the idiot switches got overridden. As such, none of the trailblazers had sexual tendencies whirling about their minds nonstop as they had as teenagers, and that gave them a sense of clarity to self-analyze. 
They all retained the default sexual programming, but it didn’t assert itself anymore. This, they concluded, was one of the major reasons they had trouble thinking like the civies. With their reproductive programming running out of control and bleeding over into the rest of their thoughts, all logic would seem to disappear. The answer, they knew, was in those people becoming stronger minded and more knowledgeable about their own functions…something that took time and training, meaning that those who eschewed even the most basic of training were literally screwed. 
After the trailblazers got through sorting out the various permutations of a bad sexual bond, they progressed into non-romantic areas, from friendships to mentors to parents. Paul especially was interested in discussing the parent angle, as he had gradually fell out of touch with his own family, finding them to be more and more unreachable as time progressed. Both his parents had died years ago, but he had never returned to Earth for their funerals, having been politely exiled from the family beforehand.
He had tried numerous times to pass on some of the things he’d learned from Star Force, but they either couldn’t or wouldn’t understand and continued their self destructive path without so much as lifting a finger to try to avoid it. That Paul couldn’t fathom, nor could he stand by and watch . After doing what he could to try and get them to do even the most basic training, and failing, he relinquished the pressure to maintain the family link and let them drift away to their own fates. A part of him still classified this as failure, because he instinctively didn’t give up on friends or family, but in truth those sitting around him now were his real family. Those he had been born to were just his entry point in a genetic lottery.
The genetic lottery theory had been popping up on the Archon message boards a bit, which was yet another reason why none of them were interested in reproducing, for they figured that their offspring would be just a random person inserted into the universe rather than being inherently linked to the biological parents. It might have been true that they would share some physical or mental characteristics at inception, but as for who they were on the inside, that was lottery, and if Paul had a son or daughter the chances that they would be Archons some day was no greater than anyone else on the planet, so what was the point in having children of his own?
In addition to that was the time spent caring for children. Paul and the others didn’t have time to spare, and they wondered about the logic of having parents raise their own offspring. In fact that discussion had been going through the ranks for some time and Project Canderous was taking a very different approach on the matter. The biological parents of the children had no dealings with their offspring, who were being ‘raised’ by professional handlers in larger groups that would become their ‘family,’ much like what Paul and the other trailblazers had experienced when going through their basic training together.
Was there truly something to the parent-child relationship, or was it just another case of bad bonding? Some would say there definitely was, and point back to their own childhood as proof while others would point out the success of various orphans who didn’t have their biological parents around and perhaps were raised by adoptive parents or none at all. Normally, society saw such questions as taboo, but Star Force wasn’t society and the new colonies it was setting up gave them some leeway to try and correct some of the inherent flaws circulating throughout the hive mind. A few of the Archons had taken it upon themselves to help combat these societal flaws and had a heavy hand in the planning of several of Star Force’s civilization projects.
The rest of the discussion leading up to the Mantis quartet crossing over land covered other, less prevalent forms of bad bonding, and as a group the 0s, 1s, and 2s were able to hash out a lot of answers with the final conclusion being that while they could help others advance by forming bonds with them, and do so in miraculous terms given their skill level, such bonds would have an equally diminishing effect on the Archons, slowing them down as they helped to speed others along.
Because of that, they determined, they had to stand apart at the tip of the spear and push as far as they could go. If others followed them, great…but they couldn’t hold their hands. The trailblazers needed to be free to go and do whatever was required, improvising along the way…and non-individualistic bonding did not support improvisation. It was regimental and habit-based, which was why, in terms of growth, it often resulted in stagnation…and stagnation was the enemy of all training. 
The way of the Jedi, Paul thought to himself, summing it all up as the Mantis came into visual range of their destination. On his datapad he could see the wide, rocky expanse covered in a nearly flat blanket of snow with a few small peaks off in the distance that broke up the otherwise totally white landscape. In the center of it, however, was a wide building built in typical Star Force grey aesthetic that most of their engineering projects resulted in. It appeared as a wide, thin horizontal line that gradually grew into a flat, 20-story high building stretching out to cover more than a square mile of acreage.
Once the Mantis flew over the roof Paul spotted a cluster of landing pads near the center of the foodstuff production facility. There were already two cargo-laden Mantises on the ground, with a third just taking off. The massive building below them was one of the initial pieces of Project Harvest, growing crops indoors on the otherwise infertile continent. With several floors that multiplied the available acreage, and a year-round growing season, the facility was producing grain nonstop, having staggered the harvest dates to allow for continual shipments that saw Mantis traffic coming in and out on a daily basis.
Running out the opposite side of the building was a long rail line that connected to a distant ocean port, giving Star Force the ability to ship grain out by sea if necessary. Right now that wasn’t an issue, but as more and more of these Harvest facilities came online the available Mantis fleet was going to quickly become insufficient, so plans for a more robust distribution network were already in the initial construction stages.
Paul stowed his datapad in a receptacle under his seat as the Mantis set down on the landing pad, then got up and walked out the back ramp as a blast of cold air hit him. He and the others weren’t wearing anything more than their standard uniforms, but fortunately they didn’t have far to walk. 
As he followed Jason outside he stepped down into an inch of fresh snow and looked around, marveling at the rooftop landscape and the small peaks off on the horizon. He’d spent so many of his recent years on Venus that the snowy landscape seemed stark in contrast. On one hand it was unbearably cold, but clean and vibrant at the same time. Venus was inhospitable, but the air here was fresh and the sky was pure blue with a bright sun overhead that did little to fight back the cold. In some ways Paul felt like he was on another planet entirely, for this wasn’t the Earth that he remembered. 
Then again, all his recent memories of the planet were from the tropical zone that Atlantis inhabited.
The other three Mantises landed beside theirs on identical pads and the rest of the trailblazers rushed out and over to the rooftop entrance to the facility. It was a box-like building that held two pairs of stairways along with a large cargo elevator for grain shipments up and cargo shipments coming back down. The visitors hit the stairs and flowed down them like a lithe and agile waterfall, forming into a large pool at the very bottom in some sort of welcome center.
“Excuse me,” Davis said, pushing his way through the group and up to the front desk that served the administrative area on the opposite side of the side wall. He had a brief chat with the receptionist then led the group out into the factory, showing them the large interior fields that were sectioned off into rectangular pods that held a carbon dioxide-rich and over-pressurized atmosphere, which caused the plants to grow to inordinate sizes. As they walked a circuitous route, Paul saw not only grain crops, but forests of fruit trees behind the glass walls bearing enormous apples and oranges the size of his head. 
Further down he also spotted a harvesting cycle on a patch of carrots, with machine arms prying up individual plants out of the artificial soil. His eyes went wide when one of the tubers was removed and ended up being more than a meter long.
A few steps down and he passed the control booth, where an army of remote operators manipulated the arms so they could harvest the carrot crop without having to depressurize the growing pods. Paul nodded his appreciation to a pair of the workers when they glanced his way, then followed the hoard of Archons on to a less populated section of the facility.
In what looked like a maintenance area, Davis brought them to a pair of large doors, obviously designed for the transportation of cargo crates given their width. The Director input an access code into a wall mount and the overly thick doors retracted into the walls as a wave of hot air washed out onto Paul and the others.
Davis smiled widely and led them inside.
Paul was in the back third of the line so he couldn’t see much ahead of them, but the group was apparently headed down another level via a catwalk. When those in front of him stepped down the first of the stairs he got his first look at the green/black stone that comprised the southwest corner of the top of the V’kit’no’sat pyramid.
 



  
  
2
  
  
As he walked down the stairs Paul and several other trailblazers reached out their hands to touch the alien stone, finding it really was warm to their fingertips, as the research notes they’d studied at length had suggested. He let his hand slide all the way down the stone wall as they descended until the catwalk suddenly disappeared and they all found themselves standing on the second tier surface of the pyramid underneath an artificial ceiling that was the foundation of the building above them.
Not too far in the distance Paul could see a wall of dirt, meaning that this piece of the pyramid was all that had been dug out, but according to the schematics the footprint extended for many miles, with the top tier being the width of several football fields and perfectly square. The second tier was likewise flat and square, ringing the top tier on a lower level, with subsequent tiers extending down into the bedrock, making the pyramid larger the deeper you traveled.
Davis led the group across the flat-topped second tier to a catwalk stairway built over the edge that let them walk down to the third. It was here that they came to the uppermost entrance where they’d initially cut into the pyramid. Now the doors stood wide open, but Paul could see the damage marks as they approached. 
This tier had also been cleared of dirt and debris for a wide perimeter, with additional tunnels having been dug as access corridors to other surface features. In addition, Star Force had built small rail lines that ran across the surface of the pyramid to where they connected to lift shafts that went straight up the side of the 2nd tier. Paul knew they were for cargo transport, but he didn’t see any crates or cars lying around, which made him wonder where else the tracks led to further down the side of the pyramid.
“Jason, Paul, and Greg please wait here,” Davis said when they got to the entrance. “The rest of you, go explore,” he said, pointing them inside.
With unabashed smiles the trailblazers filed inside as if they were in line to an amusement park, more than eager to look around the alien pyramid that had been toying with their imagination for some 70 years. 
Paul stepped out of line and joined Jason next to Davis and Greg as the others disappeared from view. 
“There’s something I want you to see first before you go exploring,” Davis said, his merriment dissipating a bit. “I want a fresh set of eyes.”
“What is it?” Greg asked as the older man led them inside and through the egg-shaped hallways. 
“I’d rather not say just yet, and it’ll take us a while to get there. We’ve yet to find anything similar to an elevator or cargo lift, so we’ll have to walk several miles.”
“Supplies?” Jason asked.
“By hand, as near as we can guess,” Davis said, turning them right at the first curvy T-junction. “I admit, that doesn’t make much sense, but the tier we walked in from functions as a type of landing pad for the Human section of the pyramid, and that door is the only way in up here.”
“What about the dead zones?” Paul asked, referring to the limited maps that had been passed on to them with large gaps missing.
“We drilled into one last year, but it turned out to be a double door and we haven’t gotten around to the second one yet. I don’t like punching holes that we can’t fix, and I’m hoping that we’ll eventually be able to get computer access to unlock them remotely.”
“Why can’t you hack the door locks?” Greg asked. “I know we haven’t got a grasp on their crystal tech, but shouldn’t you be able to physically interrupt the command path and send your own?”
“Tried and failed,” Davis admitted. “I know I didn’t put this in the reports, but I have a sneaking suspicion that the stone is more than stone and has processing power of its own, so there’s no way to isolate the physical aspects from the computerized ones, because they’re one and the same…or so my theory goes, anyway. We haven’t been able to confirm or deny that yet,” he said, stopping as they passed through an atrium that held a wide set of stone-like doors. “Case in point.”
Paul knew from the pyramid schematics, which they’d all memorized, that this door let to one of the missing sections on the map.
“Coloration is different,” Greg said, frowning. “I don’t remember seeing that on the photos.”
“Neither do I,” Jason added, noting the almost phosphorescent ring around the doors. 
“What do you mean?” Davis asked. 
“The bright ring and symbols,” Greg explained. “Those weren’t included in the research data you sent us.”
Davis squinted. “I don’t see any…wait, yes I do now. Strange, I hadn’t noticed that before,” he said, walking over and rubbing a finger along the glowing ring. “It’s faint, but we shouldn’t have missed that. Sloppy,” he pronounced, but intrigued at the same time.
Paul and Jason exchanged glances. 
“Faint?” Jason asked. “They’re glowing.”
Davis frowned. “I can barely make them out.”
“Can you see the symbols?” Greg asked.
“Where?”
“On the doors,” he said, walking forward and pointing. “I’ve seen this before. It’s the Human marker, but this is new,” he noted, swinging his finger over to the second symbol and brushing it up against the weird red color that almost made his eyes hurt for its intensity.
Suddenly the white ring around the door changed color to match the symbols and the doors pulled open, with Greg flinching backwards in surprise. 
“I thought these were locked?” he said, looking inside as another hallway was made available to them.
“Hold on a second,” Davis said, his brow furrowed in concentration. “I could barely see the ring, and I didn’t see any symbols. I take it that’s not the case for you three?”
“Bright as can be,” Greg attested.
“Son of a bitch,” Davis muttered. “I should have seen this sooner.”
“The ambrosia,” Jason commented, catching on. “You copied it exactly?”
Davis nodded. “I always thought it was too complex to be just a nutritional supplement. What are your current dosage levels?”
“7.5,” Jason said, starring at the now red ring around the open doors.
“6.7,” Greg added.
“5.9,” Paul said, a little miffed at being the lightest of the three. 
“I’m at .3,” Davis noted, nodding emphatically. “Last time I was here was before I started taking the ambrosia, and I believe that the most any of the research staff take is 1 deci every other day. If the concentration has to be high enough to enable us to see hidden markings and open sealed doors…”
“Then it’s a good thing you finally decided to bring us all down here,” Greg pointed out.
“Is that an ‘I told you so?’”
“It is,” Greg said without animosity.
“I stand corrected then…but you know my reasons.”
“Why allow computer access to those without ambrosia?” Paul wondered aloud, thinking ahead a bit.
“Internal caste structure?” Greg asked, looking to Davis.
“A good question…and a better one is will we get additional computer access if you’re the ones using the equipment?”
Greg glanced at the newly opened hallway. “Let’s organize this, then we can go on an Easter Egg hunt.”
“Agreed,” Davis said, throwing a quick glance at the now open door that had been sealed to them for the better part of a century. “I’ll take you to the command deck.”
  
The ‘command deck’ was the largest room in the pyramid, or rather chasm might have been a more appropriate term. Davis and his original exploration team had stumbled upon it early on, finding many dinosaur skeletons laying around, but they hadn’t glimpsed the true magnitude until months later when they’d finally found the ‘switch’ for the interior lights.
The room was oddly square, much like the exterior of the pyramid but foreign to the interior motif of curves which filled the nearly mile wide chamber. Circular pedestals made of resistant cushioning popped up across the landscape in irregular patterns, some were even elongated into wide arcs that the dinosaurs would rest upon, with the intervening spaces being that of the warm stone floor separating the upraised islands in a truly awe inspiring sight from the ground.
More than half of the pedestals had Human access stairs that led to control consoles on top of the pads, each of which could hold many dinosaurs. On top of these pads had been the skeletal remains of the former owners, but had since been cleared away and replaced by prefabricated structures of Star Force make, giving the research teams direct access to the sites rather than requiring them to make the long walks to and from the entrances scattered around the perimeter.
“Wow,” Jason commented as they climbed through the enormous doorway and up onto the command deck. The ceiling was high above, but not so high that it appeared distant, for compared to the side reaching expanses it was relatively low, though several hundred meters overhead.
“You said it,” Paul echoed as Davis led them along one of several color-coded lines that had been painted on the floor to help with navigation. Everything was so oversized that it was hard to get one’s bearings, so the research team had created their own ‘highways’ through the liberal use of paint on the otherwise pristine green/black stone floor. 
“As the reports said, we believe this was the command center for the pyramid, and perhaps even the planet,” Davis offered as he glanced around for the off chance of finding an unused transport, then began the long walk out to the nearest of the pedestal pads. “We’re fairly sure that each of these islands held significance within the V’kit’no’sat’s political structure, though the dynamics of that we haven’t been able to define. There are what look like Human-only areas in the four corners of the deck, denoting the lowest ranking members, with two large banks in the center that you can almost make out from here that we guess mark the location of the more dominant races.”
“Below this level the various chambers appear to be split up according to race, but this area seems to have been communal. I would guess these are workstations more than seats, but we have no video records of activities in these areas to study. There is technology on the islands that does not appear to be designed for Human usage, but we haven’t been able to get it even remotely functional. Everything we have is from the Human perspective…which now appears to be the lower ranking Human perspective.”
“Have you been able to find out any more about the Human societal structure?” Greg asked as they followed a white line on the floor.
“Hints only, references to orders and such. This new ambrosia link suggests a much greater division, however.”
Paul raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think they were all on ambrosia?”
“We have access to the computer systems because of our genetics…I’m sure about that. I’m guessing that the ambrosia offers a second tier security function for more higher ranking Humans. I could barely see the ring around the doors but I couldn’t make out the symbols. It is possible that the level of access is determined by the concentration of the ambrosia…or perhaps something it leaves behind in the body, or an alteration that it makes.”
“If we can leave each other messages that only we can see…” Jason pointed out.
“Oh, I like that,” Greg said, thinking of all the applications they could use it for within Star Force. 
“So,” Paul said, rubbing his hands together in exaggerated anticipation. “Where’s the secret paint?”
“It’s probably beyond our ability to produce, if it’s part of the construction of the stone,” Davis said, cracking a smile, “but I’ll have the research team look into it.”
“The other versions of ambrosia?” Jason inquired.
Davis turned back to look at the Archon and nodded. “Good point.”
“That won’t help if the doors are also genetically locked,” Greg added, referring to the dinosaur-only versions, which were constructed from different formulas than that of the Human-based ambrosia.
“True, but if we’re ever able to hack our way around the genetic locks it could be useful…if the theory is correct.”
“Director!” one of the research staff yelled down to him as they approached the bottom of the staircase that led up to the top of the nearest pedestal. “We have new computer access! I don’t know how, but the Archon was able to get further into the system!”
“More than that,” Davis said evenly as he took the stairs two at a time, “they can unlock some of the sealed doors. I think it has to do with the concentration of ambrosia within their systems,” he said, hurrying over to the nearest terminal where Sam and Ryan were standing, their eyes glued to a holographic display as they flipped through previously untouched portions of the pyramid’s database.
Suddenly the two Archons smiled and fist bumped, then turned back to look at the newcomers. 
“What did you find?” Greg asked, knowing those smiles meant something big.
Ryan laughed once, then answered for the pair. “The pyramid has weapons.”
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“Weapons?” Jason asked, jumping up the last three stairs. 
“Oh yeah,” Ryan said, pointing to a holographic display floating over the control console he and Sam were using. “At’se bellet.”
Jason looked at the alien script that read ‘primary weapon’ at the top of a long list of other systems, most of the vocabulary he didn’t recognize. “Schematics?”
Ryan tapped the solid holographic words and a 3d diagram of the pyramid manifested itself in place of the list with the top tier of the pyramid highlighted and connected by several root-like shafts reaching down and around the command deck to the power generation systems below.
“Wait a minute,” Sam said, looking at the diagram. “That’s bigger than it should be.”
“30 tiers,” Paul counted. “Our map only has 18.”
“Looks like we’ve got a lot more doors to unlock,” Greg commented, coming up and placing a hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “We think the ambrosia acts as a security key. One of the permanently sealed doors opened up for us, and we were able to see secret markings on the walls that the research team couldn’t.”
“That’s probably how we got access then,” Sam said, nodding to the console. “We were running through the databanks and followed a link to the main system inventory, something he said they’d never been able to access.”
“Sam, what are you looking at now?” Davis asked, walking up beside him and the other Archons while the tech hovered around behind them, trying to get a better view.
“It seems to be a large weapon mounted atop the pyramid,” he said, pointing to the highlighted spot.
“Interesting…because I don’t see anything at the end of your finger.”
Paul glanced at Davis, then back at the hologram. “Invisible holograms too?”
Sam frowned. “You mean you can’t see the pyramid here?”
“No, it looks like the hologram isn’t even turned on. You said there are 30 tiers?”
Sam recounted. “Yep.”
Davis turned to the tech and pointed a thumb over his shoulder to the prefab structure sitting off a few meters to their right. “Get the word out that I want all the Archons to rendezvous back here and I want all the staff to do likewise.”
“It’ll take some time,” the man said, knowing how spread out the teams were. They’d actually had to set up base camps on the various levels, the pyramid was so vast.
“I know,” Davis said, with the tech nodding and heading to the door to access their comm equipment.
“If I’m reading this right,” Ryan said, pulling up some additional text, “it’s some form of energy weapon with an insane range.”
“That can’t be right,” Jason said, doing the mental math.
“Past Luna?” Sam asked for confirmation.
“That’s how I’m reading it. Paul?”
“Same here. And those power levels are nuts.”
“Would someone mind translating?” Davis asked.
“Sorry,” Paul offered. “There are statistics with the diagram, and the primary weapon seems to be for orbital defense, with a firing range of half a million kilometers.”
“You said it was located where?”
“At the summit.”
Davis nodded. “There is a large dead zone there that we’ve never been able to access.”
“Time out a second,” Sam said, with the other trailblazers turning their attention away from the hologram. “I thought all the V’kit’no’sat took ambrosia. Who is this meant to be hidden from?”
“An excellent question,” Davis acknowledged, still annoyed at not being able to see the new data. “These systems were clearly designed for Human use, but the ambrosia…if it really is the ambrosia…suggests that not all Humans were trusted with the same level of access, both to the computer systems and to certain regions of the pyramid. If there are another 12 missing tiers that’s a huge area being blocked off, considering how each progressive tier gets larger the further down you go. What we find there should give us some answers.”
“Unless those are dino-only regions,” Greg noted. 
“That’s a possibility,” Davis admitted. “But we know we at least have access to at least one new area up top.”
“What’s up?” Sara asked as she hopped up the stairs with Jace and Zak in tow, followed by a couple of scientists.
“We’re going to split up into search teams,” Greg said, walking a few steps away to fill everyone in as they arrived while the others kept digging into the computer system.
“Where’s ground level supposed to be,” Jason asked, fiddling with the controls.
“Here,” Ryan said, hitting a few keys on the control board. Suddenly surveillance footage of the exterior popped up around and replacing the diagram, showing a tropical rainforest. “Ok, that’s not exactly what I expected.”
“Timestamp,” Paul pointed out, floating above the pyramid. It took him a moment to translate the date, given that the V’kit’no’sat didn’t base their measurement system off of Earth’s orbital length, but rather had a standard system used throughout their empire. “100,000ish years ago?”
“No way,” Sam said, slightly nudging Ryan aside. “He reached down and touched the base of the hologram with two fingers and pulled them apart, enlarging the map until several burnt out tracks of forest were visible. He looked around for the time controls, but didn’t see any floating in mid air so he tried the keys. 
“Battle scars?” Ryan guessed, looking at the damage to the forest…then suddenly the damage disappeared, replaced by full grown trees as Sam found the skip/rewind button. After several minutes of experimenting and learning how to dial down the sensitivity of the time jumps he brought it to the point where the trees had gone missing.
“What kind of weapon is that?” Ryan asked as a wave of what looked like slow moving, neon blue/green water spilled down from overhead and disintegrated the vegetation.
“Can you run that in real time?” Jason asked.
“That is real time,” Sam said, checking once again anyway.
“What’s that?” Paul said, pointing to the center of the destruction. The neon ‘water’ collected on the surface, slowly dissipating while it spread out and revealed three objects beneath that had been undamaged in the attack, protected beneath some kind of invisible dome that was keeping the ‘water’ at bay around their thick feet.
Suddenly one of the three spike-topped aliens let loose a cascade of energy, apparently emitting from its spikes, into the forest ahead, targeting some unseen attacker as tiny bolts of green energy amassed in droves from elsewhere in the forest.
All four Archons fell silent for a long moment, watching the battle take place. The three Hjar’at held their position while the blue goo disappeared, then a wave of tiny metallic-looking chickens broke through the brush and leapt at them. Two were caught in mid air by another spike-generated energy blast, but there were too many to stop. Four more slipped alongside the centermost Hjar’at and fired at its neck with their tiny weapons, pumping round after round into what, upon a closer zoom of the recording, appeared to be heavy battle armor that the dinosaur was wearing. 
Sam paused the footage, zooming in again and finding that the camera view could rotate and spin about, as if the entire battle had been recorded in 3d. The camera view he had moved into the gap between the center and left Hjar’at, then he flew it in up close to where the ‘chickens’ were attacking its neck. 
“Rit’ko’sor,” Paul identified the ‘chickens.’
“They’re both wearing armor,” Jason added, referring to the Raptors and Stegosauruses. 
“I don’t know what’s recording this, but there are dead zones,” Sam said, pointing to the visible underside of the central Hjar’at, where only a wireframe connected the left and right side of the beast. He spun the camera around a bit and noticed that the trees near the pyramid were also wireframe only, save for the canopy which appeared in full visual view.
“Backtrack to that big weapon hit,” Jason said, “and zoom out. Let’s see where it came from.”
Sam worked the controls, now getting more familiar with the feel of them, and brought them back to the impact of the neon ‘water,’ then zoomed out, revealing that it came from a point on the third tier of the pyramid.
“Point defense?” Paul suggested.
“That doesn’t hurt the Hjar’at?” Ryan added.
“Let it play through,” Jason prompted.
Sam zoomed back in a bit and released the pause, watching the odd weapon tear away the forest, the spike-generated energy blasts, and the Rit’ko’sor rush. When they got back to the point where they were at the center one’s neck blasting away at point blank range the much more massive dinosaur jerked to the side and pointed its helmeted face back towards the pyramid, whipping its huge tail around in a 180 degree arc and crushing two of the Rit’ko’sor on impact.
There was no sound accompanying the recording, but to Paul it almost felt like he could hear the crunch of their armored plates as the two smaller Rit’ko’sor were knocked back the way they’d come, flying into still more pouring out of the jungle, not all of which were wearing armor. The newest arrivals had a spine plate and helmet, but the rest of their tough skin was visible, making Paul wonder if they were seeing different classes of warriors, with maybe the first wave being the more elite troops now being followed up by their version of ‘grunts.’
The other two Rit’ko’sor deftly jumped over the swinging tail, one of which landed on top of the twin row of spike plates on the Hjar’at’s back. It fired down in between them several times, then jumped free as another energy cascade spread between the plates. Its twin, meanwhile, leap forward again and pumped more and more tiny green blasts into the damaged neck armor and finally drew first blood a moment before the Hjar’at curled its neck down and tucked its head, shoulder rolling to the left and impaling the Rit’ko’sor with one of its forward spike plates, nearly cutting the other alien in half.
It blew the mortally wounded dinosaur off its skewer with a cascading energy blast as more and more Rit’ko’sor emerged from the charred and smoking tree line. Most of the fully armored versions were gone, replaced by the augmented ones, but they still had the same green forearm-mounted weapons and they swarmed against the bloody breach in the Hjar’at’s neck armor. Blast after blast expanded the gap, and eventually the massive beast went down.
Another neon ‘water’ attack fell on top of the two surviving Hjar’at and the dozens of Rit’ko’sor surrounding them. From the camera viewpoint, which Sam had lowered down to their level, everything disappeared in the tidal wave, then as it cleared the tops of the Hjar’at sparkled with some type of an energy field that was repelling the attack, while the Rit’ko’sor and the wounded Hjar’at were incinerated on contact. The smaller dinosaurs disappeared entirely, but a smoking lump only a fifth the size of the former monster remained behind, marking the spot where it had been felled.
As more Rit’ko’sor reinforcements appeared, seemingly in identical numbers to the other waves as if they were staggering their attack, an artificial icon appeared in the air over the battle, denoting something that none of the Archons could recognize. It flashed three times then faded away as the battle continued.
“Zoom out,” Paul suggested. When Sam did so he pointed to the opposite side of the pyramid. “Swing around to the hangar.”
Sam touched various points on the 3d map and physically swung the whole thing around as if he were manipulating a touchscreen, only with the extra dimension added. 
“I think that icon was a perimeter breach warning,” Paul explained, pointing to a tiny line of quickly moving Rit’ko’sor entering the pyramid through some sort of service entrance next to the main doors, which were still closed. Next to them were several large corpses, accompanied by hundreds of smaller ones…the defenders no doubt that had been overrun by the numerically superior Rit’ko’sor. 
“Rewind,” Paul said, pointing to the service entrance. “I want to see how they got inside. Explosives won’t work on the stone…at least not anything we have access to.”
Jason finally glanced back at Davis, who was standing quietly by listening. “Still can’t see anything?”
“I’m afraid not,” the Director admitted.
“It’s a battle record, and if the timestamp is accurate this could be the attack that ended the V’kit’no’sat presence on Earth.”
“I’d gathered as much,” he said as Jason’s eyes were drawn back to the invisible hologram.
“There,” Paul said, pointing for Sam to zoom in closer. “Some sort of lock pick,” he said, referring to a small, shiny device about the size of his head that the Rit’ko’sor had placed on the door.
“Is that what I think it is?” Sara asked, finally stepping up behind them along with half a dozen other Archons.
“We’re just beginning to find stuff,” Paul told her. “Battle records included.”
“I think we can safely say why there’s restricted access,” Jason decided, facing Davis. “You’ve been working with civilian access. This is military.”
“Plausible,” Davis considered without jumping to any conclusions. “With the amount of ambrosia needed to be able to see what you’re seeing, it’s possible that only warriors would put in the amount of training required to raise their thresholds to that level.”
“That’s one bit of good news,” Morgan said, just arriving to the group after Greg had filled her in on the basics at the top of the stairs.
“How so?” Davis asked.
“Because it means that training wise we’re on par with at least their junior warriors, else we wouldn’t have access to this security measure.”
“Finally something to measure against?” Paul asked in agreement.
“And if these are military records, there might be a great deal more to compare with.”
“I’ll leave you to the records search then,” Davis said, politely extracting himself from the group he suddenly found himself inadequate to be a part of. “I’ll split the research staff up and have them lead the others around to the sealed sections and see how many doors we can open up.”
Jason nodded to the man as he left, then turned his attention back to the battle records as another glob of ‘water’ shot out from the pyramid and burnt a second gaping hole into a section of forest that they couldn’t see any troops within, nor anything else due to the thick canopy covering that region. 
“Sam, back it up again. Let’s see how all this started.”
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“Here it is,” Davis told Rafa and Oni as they got back to the set of doors that they’d initially unlocked. “Can you see the ring and symbols?”
“Yes, clearly,” Rafa attested as Oni nodded her agreement.
“This is as far as we got before we decided to get everyone squared away,” Davis told him, holding his hand out. “After you, and let me know if you see any other markings.”
“Will do,” Rafa said, stepping across the threshold and into the sealed section. It was little more than a straight hallway with doors set into either side, 8 in total before the wide walkway split in two and circled around a central room. They found five other such hallways radiating off like spokes around the circle, with only one set of already open doors granting them access to the central chamber…which was empty save for a console on the far wall, which was also curved to match the interior wall of the ring-like corridor.
The ceiling was high and had a domed curve that reached to an apex as smooth as the rest of the chamber. It was also dim, with only trim lighting and the buttons on the console providing any illumination, other than that spilling in from the well lit hallway.
“Ideas?” Davis asked as they walked across the center of the room towards the console.
“Floor is soft,” Rafa commented. 
“Walls too,” Oni said, driving one of her little fingers into the dark red material, which depressed a couple of centimeters. “Padding of some sort.”
“Training area?” Davis asked.
“Maybe,” Rafa said, walking up on Davis’s shoulder as the director touched a few buttons on the console. 
“If you see any holograms let me…” 
Suddenly the lights flashed on and a person appeared a few meters behind them, as if running into sight from an invisible hideaway. The tall Human took five steps forward and brought an elbow down on top of Davis’s head.
The blow knocked the Director down, but didn’t fully land as Rafa hurled himself at the attacker, blunting most of the strike as the pair wrapped up and fell to the ground. Oni dragged the stunned Davis aside and scanned the area, trying to figure out what was going on while Rafa disengaged himself, rolling to the side and up onto his feet, then taking a large hop backwards to clear fighting space as the man swung at him with a leg sweep that missed inches short before he too rolled up onto his feet and charged at Rafa.
“Move,” Oni told Davis as he held his head, blinking away the pain and haze. Seeing no one else in sight she pulled him by the elbow towards the door as Rafa exchanged forearm blows with the larger man, being driven back a few steps by his superior strength but holding him at bay long enough for Oni to get Davis clear.
“Call the others,” she told him at the doorway, referring to the earpiece he’d picked up below, before turning about and heading back in to help Rafa.
Davis backpedaled cautiously, touching his ear and contacting his staff who were spread out across the pyramid, escorting the Archons around. He hoped some of them were close.
Oni crossed to the center of the chamber in the blink of an eye and jump-kicked into the man’s right side as Rafa wisely turned his attention away from her, setting up the heavy strike. 
The bulky giant, a good head taller than Rafa, went down hard, stunned by the unexpected attack as the two Archons orbited around him. “Who are you?” Rafa demanded.
Not seeming to care to talk, the man got back up and spun around in a twirling run headed towards Oni. When he got within range he didn’t stop his rotation, but rather extended arms and legs in a flurry of odd blows that he executed artfully. They caught her off guard, forcing her to step back and back and back until she took a chance and darted in with a fist-locked shove aimed at his torso…but his arm whipped around too fast and knocked her blow off target.
The man caught and locked Oni’s arms against his chest, pulling her off balance as his spinning momentum threw her much lighter body back towards Rafa as he tried a nearly simultaneous attack. Oni’s head hit him in the gut and knocked them both down, then Rafa saw a massive foot coming down over his head. 
He twisted aside just in time, then kicked up at the man’s crotch in response, catching him in the side of the leg instead as the man danced aside and out of range…only to step forward towards Rafa again as he tried to get up, launching into a forward, midair summersault that ended with an outstretched leg that came down hard on Rafa’s left side, hitting him in the pelvis and knocking him back down. 
In the moment of awkward positioning the attack left the man in Oni tackled him, wrapping an arm around his thick neck and working her way around and onto his back, then latching on with her legs and immobilizing him as much as possible. As Rafa struggled to his feet the man lifted Oni up off the ground as he rolled over onto his hands and knees, then jumped up and to the side, landing on his back and crushing Oni into the padded floor.
She yelled on impact, but her grip didn’t break. As the man tried to roll aside again to get his arms and feet underneath him she yanked him back, putting her right leg out as leverage to keep him on top of her in a giant bear hug as Rafa suddenly appeared in mid air over top of them both. He fell elbow first down into the man’s exposed gut, just below Oni’s locked arms, and impaled the man with as much force as he could bring to bear…knowing that Oni was going to suffer for it too.
He felt his elbow hit the man’s taught muscles and dig in several inches as the two Humans were crunched down into the floor…then suddenly the pressure beneath his elbow vanished, along with the man.
Rafa’s elbow fell down onto Oni, as did the rest of his body, delivering an unintentional hit to her crotch. 
“Ooowww!” she moaned as air was suddenly available to her lungs. “Son of a…”
“Sorry,” Rafa offered, looking around. “What just happened?”
“I don’t…know,” she said, coughing and feeling her chest. “Ah, think I’ve got a broken rib…or three.”
“My bad,” Rafa said, rolling off her and pulling his fellow adept up to her feet. As he did he saw a hologram had appeared over the console. “Check that out.”
“Sure,” she said, walking over to it while he stood guard, looking for another attacker to pop out of nowhere. 
Oni recognized about half the script, the rest were independent symbols that she wasn’t familiar with. The V’kit’no’sat language had a basic alphabet, but it also had thousands of unique symbols, such as the one used to represent Humans, which marked various rooms and files meant for their access. Each of the V’kit’no’sat races had their own identification symbol, but these she was seeing were something else entirely.
The part she could read was mostly numbers. It took her head a while to wrap around the glowing figures and descriptions, but when she worked her way down to ‘grad’ac tas,’ which translated as ‘elapsed time,’ and she saw the figure attached to it she swore in vexation.
“Damn.”
“What?” Rafa asked, still alert and scanning the room.
“You can relax. I think it’s a training program that was left running when the pyramid was attacked. It probably went into powersave mode until Davis touched the console.”
“Holographic?” Rafa said, still not taking his attention off the room as he walked over to the console.
“These read like statistics. The timer also says it’s been on for 100,000 years.”
“Damn,” Rafa echoed her previous statement. “I thought he felt a little weird.”
“And heavy…heavier than one of the Knights.”
“I wonder what difficulty that was on…and how much damage had been inflicted before we got to it?”
Oni reached down and held a hand against her crotch, bending over in anguish. “You just had to jump on me, didn’t you?”
“You set up the opening. Isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”
“Yeah, it was,” she admitted. “Didn’t expect him to disappear and have you bone me,” she said, squinting as she tried to massage away some of the discomfort. “That’s gonna leave a mark.”
Rafa smiled at her playful exaggeration as Ross and Tyr came running into view, with Davis coming back down the hall behind them.
“It’s over,” Rafa said as Oni straightened back up and the other two Archons slid to a halt inside the chamber. 
“Where is he?” Tyr demanded.
“It was a hologram…we think,” Oni explained, gesturing to the floating statistics. “A training program left in sleep mode until we woke it up.”
“Seriously?” Ross asked. 
“Yeah,” she said, feeling her ribcage again.
“Are you alright?” Davis asked, finally catching up to the much faster Archons.
“Little banged up,” she said, waving aside his concerns. 
“Where is he?”
“Back in the computer,” Rafa told him. “We think this is some sort of hand to hand training chamber. The attacker was holographic.”
“We think,” Oni emphasized.
“Whoops,” Davis said sheepishly. “Sorry about that. Didn’t know what I was turning on.”
“It wasn’t you,” Rafa assured him. “It was in sleep mode. I’d guess any key would have turned it back on.”
“Sleep mode? Since…” Davis said, his face clearing with sudden understanding. “All this time?”
“Timestamp,” Oni said, pointing to the appropriate line on the hologram.
Davis frowned. “Let me guess, another hologram?”
“You can’t see it?”
“Apparently not. Do you want to stay and work on this or leave it till later?”
“I’ll stay…I don’t feel like walking around just yet,” she said, throwing Rafa a mock glare as Cora came running into the room.
“Situation handled,” Rafa told her as Davis got on his radio to call off the others.
“What happened?” she asked, looking around.
“Stick around and I’ll fill you in,” Oni told her. “The rest of you can check out the other rooms, and stay on your toes.”
“Right,” Rafa agreed, pointing back to the doorway, “no way of knowing how much other stuff they left on. How’s your head?” 
“No concussion,” Davis said as the foursome walked out, “but I imagine I’ll have a nasty bruise by tomorrow.”
“Ross,” Rafa prompted as they walked around a piece of the ring-like hallway and into one of the spurs, letting the other Archon go first while he stayed back to watch over Davis.
Without hesitation Ross walked up to the closest of the closed doors and touched the dent in the center, with the door opening as soon as his fingers brushed the surface. He walked inside and disappeared from view.
Tyr stepped up behind him and looked inside, then motioned the others forward. Davis followed Rafa in and saw the first two Archons standing in the middle of a giant hologram…apparently not a solid one this time, for Tyr’s head was sticking up above the galactic plane as a swarm of tiny dots representing star positions within the galaxy filled the room with an abundance of ambient light.
Rafa glanced at Davis. “Can you see that?”
“Yes I can,” he said, looking out across the map of the Milky Way. “Find the controls.”
“Pedestal over here,” Ross said from the opposite side. 
“See if you can pull up data on specific systems,” Davis asked. All other maps regarding galactic data had been extremely limited. He hoped that this one, in a secure area, might be more forthcoming…but then again he could see it, so he wasn’t sure how hopeful he should get.
“Give me a second,” Ross said, messing with the controls. Suddenly the galaxy map zoomed in on their current star system.
“Whoops,” he said, backtracking. Finding the button he wanted he pulled up a sector by sector highlighter and picked one in closer to the core, in the middle of the deepest outlined V’kit’no’sat territory. Their current position was indeed on the periphery of their territory, barely shaded, marking it as frontier and low priority/low traffic according to the data streams floating above the map that acted as a key. 
“Capitol,” he said, pulling up a particular star system. It was a trinary star system with two large, white stars in the center and a red giant orbiting the pair further out. Sitting between them were four planets, with another three solely in orbit around the red giant. None of the planets had any moons, but they were all large and inhabited, based off of population statistics.
“Are you sure?” Davis asked, looking at the stars and planets.
Tyr pointed above the map at empty space. “Neotras.”
Davis recognized the word for ‘capitol’ but he didn’t see what he was pointing at. “Are there icons attached to this map?”
Rafa glanced over at him as if that were a stupid question, for the entire space above the map was filled with text and figures. “Guess you can’t see everything.”
“That allays my concerns,” Davis said, surprising Rafa.
“How so?”
“This map should have additional data that we haven’t been able to access previously. If it was general access I would be able to see it.”
“Well, there’s a wealth of data here,” Ross told him, “with a lot of subcategories that I can pull up.”
Davis glanced between the three Archons. “Don’t suppose I could convince some of you to stick around to transcribe all this?”
Rafa smiled at him. “You kidding? Now that you let us in, we’re never leaving.”
“Ditto,” Tyr agreed.
Davis smiled sheepishly. “I suppose you’ll be wanting to set up a sanctum down here so some of you can stay on station for prolonged periods of time.”
Rafa nodded. “If nothing else, we’re going to want to use the V’kit’no’sat training programs to see how we match up with their troops. They’re bound to have statistics for other users saved somewhere.”
“I thought you might,” Davis said, looking around the room. “Looks like the research team is going to have to rely on you guys to feed them data. I know that’s not your normal duties…”
“We’ll make it work,” Rafa promised.
“Good,” Davis said, nodding. “Now, let’s have a look at the other rooms.”
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“There,” Jason said, pointing to a specific place in the pyramid’s orbital sensor logs. “Ship arrival, just before all hell breaks loose.”
“ID?” Morgan asked.
“Hold on,” Ryan said, tagging the tiny icon emblazoned on the orbital map. When he did so it enlarged into a schematic with a stream of data attached. “What do you know, Raptors.”
“So they did have help,” Paul said, crossing his arms over his chest as he thought this out. So far all the records they’d reviewed showed a massive Rit’ko’sor ground attack against the temple, coming from where they didn’t know. Earlier records that Star Force had access to showed that the Rit’ko’sor did have a presence on the planet along with the other races, but this was the first evidence that there’d been an external assistance in the brief war that had consumed the V’kit’no’sat colony.
Ryan accelerated the timelapse forward and saw the ship go to ground…then skirt along the surface to another point, hold position for a while, then scoot across to another and another. After a long series of maneuvers it eventually came near the pyramid, and after a long wait took off and departed the system.
 “Looks like it was a torch and burn op,” Sam said as the five Archons continued to piece together the circumstances of the planet’s accidental independence. 
“Can you find a map of those other locations?” Paul suggested.
“Think there are other facilities buried somewhere on the planet?” Jason asked.
Paul shrugged. “We have generic population figures, and there’s no way they could all fit in here. I’d like to see if their other structures are as robust as this…I’m guessing not.”
“What if the ship came to pick the Raptors up?” Jason differed. “Those could be rendezvous coordinates.”
“Got something,” Sam said, working a different console beside Ryan. “The last automated maintenance log indicated that the interstellar communications system had gone offline, but only the outgoing feed.”
“Saboteurs inside the pyramid,” Morgan guessed.
Sam nodded. 
A new planetary map materialized itself in front of Ryan. “I think I’m starting to get a handle on this interface. If I’m right, this is a deployment map for the armed forces.”
Paul stepped closer, noticing tiny pinpricks across the seven continents…though their shapes were a bit different than present day due to seafloor spreading and contraction. “Try there.”
Ryan zoomed in on the larger icon in the southern half of Africa. “Wow.”
“So that’s what one of their cities look like,” Morgan mewed, looking at the cluster of three distinct types of buildings all arrayed around a central open area that the display tagged as ‘ta’stor irot,’ or ‘landing zone.’ 
The buildings in the northeast quadrant were the smallest of the three designs, with angled, sharp curves that resembled claws and were thousands in number, spread out in a chaotic arrangement that looked like they’d just built them wherever they liked without any specific layout in mind. Walkways, the size of highways on present day Earth, connected the buildings with crisscrossing lines through the jungle environment that seemed to encompass most of the planet. Those walkways ended at the central landing zone, which covered dozens of square miles, conceivably to accommodate the V’kit’no’sat’s insanely large ships.
On the full southern half of the city an opposite motif was dominant. Neat, grid-like ‘roads’ were laid out in a triangular pattern, each the width of several football fields. There were less of them than their tiny cousins to the northeast, but the sheer acreage covered was much more massive, pressing the southern boundary of the city out in a much larger radius than the other two sectors. 
In addition, the buildings in the southern sector were beyond massive. Round, smashed domes, the smallest of them had to be at least half a mile in diameter…with the largest dwarfing the size of the pyramid in which they now stood. One obvious difference, however, was the coloration. The green/black stone that the pyramid was constructed with was not present in the city’s architecture, as Paul had guessed.
The northwestern sector of the city was the most compact of the three, with the towering buildings all interconnected with each other via short tunnels. Their height surpassed the domes of the southern sector by a factor of 5, reminding Paul of the skyscrapers in Chicago and New York, but the V’kit’no’sat version put those cities to shame. Not only were they taller, but they were much wider and conical shaped, giving that sector of the city the look of a bed of needles all pointing up into the sky to impale any ship that dared to land off the assigned grid.
“Rit’ko’sor,” Ryan identified, pointing at the northeast sector, “Oso’lon, and Kret’net.”
“So they do stay segregated,” Paul noted.
“Not so much that they build separate cities,” Jason amended. “Are there any military structures?”
“One,” Ryan said, further zooming in to a small building on the perimeter of the landing zone. It was a squarish building, three tiers high, looking like a brown-colored miniature version of the main pyramid. 
“Garrison?” Morgan asked, based on the size.
Ryan tagged the holographic icon above the visual representation of the building and a list of weaponry appeared. “Looks like an anti-air/communications/turret/garrison/command center.”
“Multi-tasking military complex,” Jason summed up. “I have a feeling any square structure is going to be communal, while each race builds their own unique habitats.”
“Does it have a troop manifest?” Morgan wondered.
Ryan tagged a few subservient icons on the list and sorted through various menus. “Now that’s interesting. They have a group of six Era’tran listed along with icons for Rit’ko’sor and Ter’nat.”
Paul frowned. ‘Era’tran’ was the name for Tyrannosaurus Rex, Rit’ko’sor were the Raptors, and Ter’nat was the V’kit’no’sat name for Humans…which meant two of the three didn’t have settlements in the city to live in, unless they shared. “Think they live on base?”
“That’d be my guess,” Ryan said, pulling up files on each of the individuals assigned to the base/outpost. 
 “Guys, look at this,” Sam interrupted. “I think I have a structural breakdown.”
“Of what?” Jason asked.
“Their social structure.”
“Finally,” Paul said, stepping around Ryan.
“What exactly have you found?” Morgan asked, less confident.
“Priority list for the planet regarding colonization rights,” he said, pointing to a chart with the symbols for each race arrayed in rows. At the top were two symbols side by side, below them was another one followed by three more. Below that came several more rows, each with no less than 10 equivalent groupings, sprouting dozens of racial symbols in total.
“You said that’s for the planet?” Morgan repeated.
“Yeah, the planetary tag is right here,” Sam said, pointing to the top of the chart.
“That’s helpful, but not necessarily representative of the overall V’kit’no’sat social structure.”
“She’s right,” Jason agreed, “but it gives us a start. So who was tops down here?”
“I don’t recognize that symbol,” Sam said, pointing to the top left, “but that’s Oso’lon.”
“So the T-Rex isn’t tops,” Jason sniped. “Spielberg would be crushed.”
“Ari’tat?” Paul asked, referring to the singular race on the second tier of the chart. The tiny dinosaurs were smaller than Humans, and as far as pure size went, one wouldn’t think they would have had such high standing.
“That is surprising,” Jason agreed, moving his eyes down to the third tier. “Rit’ko’sor, and two others I don’t recognize. Can you pull up a profile?”
“Good idea,” Sam said, looking around the system for how to do that. “This may take a while.”
“Look at this,” Ryan said, pulling their attention back to his console. “The Humans have some type of clan markers in their files, if I’m reading this right. Those that appear to be soldiers are different from the techs, so it’s either a ranking system or biological.”
“Maybe both, if they’re split up into castes,” Paul pointed out. 
“I bet that has something to do with the security measures,” Morgan added. “If all of them have access to the pyramid they’d need to restrict database access to those they wanted, hence the access key in the ambrosia.”
“So the others don’t take it, or don’t take as much?” Ryan asked.
“Davis was able to see the ring around the door,” Paul pointed out, “but not the symbol. If everyone took it, but didn’t do the training necessary to increase their dosage, then they’d conceivably be able to see which areas were marked as ‘restricted access’ without being able to enter.”
“The door controls might be set to register a higher amount of ambrosia by touch than is required for the vision augmentation,” Jason added, thinking along the same lines. “And if their Human society is divided into castes or something like it, then information might be withheld that a certain caste wouldn’t need to know about. This is the first access we’ve had to a planetary map, which suggests there is some sort of compartmentalization going on.”
“And we’ve just found out that we’ve had the access key all along,” Morgan commented.
“Access key to 100,000 year old data,” Paul amended. “As valuable as all of this is, who knows what they’ve come up with since then.”
“Or they could have had a technological backslide,” the Acolyte countered. “They’ve never tried to resettle this colony, so something must have happened.”
“I agree with the second part, but not the first. I don’t think we’re going to be that lucky.”
“Neither do I, but they obviously restricted access for a reason, and by some quirky luck we ended up with that access. That’s a masterstroke if there ever was one.”
“More like a massive mistake on their part,” Jason said. “Masterstroke implies that we created the situation, not got lucky.”
“We didn’t luck into our training,” Ryan pointed out.
Jason wavered. “Ok, you have a point there.”
“Access,” Paul repeated. “Do you suppose we’re able to fire the weapons?”
Ryan cringed. “Buried underground with a factory on top of us?”
“I meant…”
“I know what you meant,” Ryan interrupted him. “If we can see the data on the systems then there’s a good chance we can access them…though it’s possible it’s code-locked.”
“I meant could Humans fire the weapons, or was that reserved for the other races.”
“If I had to guess, I’d say we could, based on the way this system is laid out,” Ryan said, searching around a bit. 
“Well don’t try,” Morgan scolded him.
Ryan turned around and glared at her. “I’ll be careful,” he scoffed.
“Guys, I think I found something,” Sam said, having brought up the appropriate files on the top ranked race icon that they couldn’t identify. In addition to a myriad of floating text, the hologram resolved itself into the 3D picture of another dinosaur…this one with fins rather than legs.
“Garas’tox,” Paul read aloud. He recognized it as some type of plesiosaur, but couldn’t exactly place it. Obviously a swimmer by the fins, the Garas’tox had a long neck and equally long tail that, when stretched out, resembled a sea snake with a bulbous central body. The only exception was the four limb-like fins and shark-fin stretching out down the center of its back. The head was arrow-like, with rows of tiny teeth that made the creature look as fearsome as a dragon…except this one was real and not a figment of Hollywood’s imagination.
“I thought Davis said there were no water dinosaurs?” Morgan reminded them.
“I guess they don’t interact with the common folk,” Jason said sarcastically, referring to the compartmentalization of information again. 
“I’m betting those other two are swimmers,” Paul said, referring to the other unidentified symbols on the third tier, which Sam was now quickly able to confirm, bringing up an image of a hammerhead-like, thick bodied ‘tank,’ followed by a much more streamlined ‘super shark.’ 
“Earth is a waterworld,” Jason offered. “It would make sense why they’d have a higher priority for colonization.”
“Except there’s no competition between the land and water,” Morgan pointed out. “There’s got to be more to that priority chart than we’re aware of.”
“Just a question,” Paul added, not liking where he was going with this. “But if the Raptors rebelled, how would they kill the swimmers?”
Jason’s mind flashed back to the reports of the large ocean creatures that Star Force had been continually encountering the deeper they expanded their seafloor habitats. “No…”
“I think we need to dig deeper into the battle records,” Paul suggested. “We need to know exactly what happened here.”
Ryan and Sam exchanged glances, then both pushed aside what they were working on and began sifting through the databanks, looking for any data on underwater habitats.
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July 14, 2112
  
Paul woke up at the sound of his wristwatch alarm, blinking off the haze of the past eight hours of sleep and sitting up in bed, suddenly remembering where he was as his brain caught up to reality. He climbed out of bed and hopped into the bathroom in the small quarters he’d been assigned in what the pyramid research staff referred to as the ‘hotel.’ 
Sitting a couple of tiers below the command deck, the hotel was the housing facility that Star Force had built inside the pyramid so the staff could live inside without having to commute back and forth, thus increasing the security of the site. It sat in the northwest corner of what had formerly been the Brat’mar ‘embassy.’ Each of the various races within the V’kit’no’sat appeared to have been given specific sections of the pyramid for their own uses, with the Human levels residing at the apex. 
The Brat’mar, or Triceratops, had several larger rooms within their domain at what Star Force had previously believed to have been at about center level within the pyramid. What the ridged, wide open areas were used for hadn’t yet been determined, but it made sense for the hotel to be placed in a central location to facilitate the local commute to their workstations, given that some of them had miles to travel inside the twisting confines to get from one portion of the structure to another.
Shaving then taking a quick shower, Paul readied himself for another long day of exploration and headed over to the cafeteria for a bit of breakfast before meeting up with Jason and several other Archons for a morning run around the command deck. It had been a long flight in that first day, and with all the excitement of new discoveries being unlocked they’d worked right through their normal sleep period and into the next day. As much as Paul wanted to be back out there digging through records and exploring the various chambers he and the others knew that they needed sleep, so he’d resigned himself to getting a good 8 hours in last night.
Normally a light sleeper, Paul hadn’t woke once during the night, underscoring how much he’d needed the rest to defrag his brain. The morning run would help salve their missing training time, as well as let them explore the huge room as they crisscrossing the distances between cushioned pedestals while keeping up sub 6:00 pace. By the time they’d made their first lap Paul and Jason had picked up 22 other Archons following in their wake in a long, single file line. Two other groups were also running the deck at various points, either far behind or far ahead of them, but none of them were ambitious enough to hit the access ramps, given their steep incline and irregular footing.
Paul got in an hour and a half, then broke off to head up to the newly discovered holographic sparring program and give it a try…at the beginner levels. What Rafa, Oni, and Davis had accidentally reactivated was a level 54 program and they were lucky no one had been seriously hurt, for so far their investigations had yet to reveal any sort of safety protocols in the programming.
As much as he wanted to linger there, he knew there was much more to see so he bounced around explored sections of the pyramid, running to and fro to save time in transit and to give him a little bit more of a workout. There were hundreds of rooms at the top of the pyramid that had been reserved for Humans, with the slightly larger Raptors also occupying levels above the command deck along with 4 other ‘small’ races. 
The internal structures within the separate ‘embassy’ zones were drastically different, with the Rit’ko’sor construction being choppy and elevated. There were no hallways or pathways that didn’t have perches or stepping blocks jutting out at irregular points, all of which led to other access points. Moreover, the chunk of the pyramid that was reserved for them wasn’t split up into levels like the Human section was, it was broken up into bits and pieces off oddly sized rooms everywhere, resembling a weird cross between a rookery and a hamster cage, right down to the tube-like connective tracks.
The Ari’tat section was accessible to Humans, but only if they liked crawling as much as walking. Their passageways were more traditional, but diminutive. Paul spent about ten minutes working his way around the nearest chambers then gave up, deciding it wasn’t worth getting a crick in his neck just yet when there was so much else to explore.
In stark contrast, the tiers below the command deck held huge architecture to house the embassies of the larger dinosaurs, all of which gained entrance via a series of external doors on the 5th tier that connected directly to the large ramps that led up and down within the pyramid, topping out at the command deck and bottoming out at what Star Force had thought was the pyramid floor on tier 18. Yesterday that assumption was disproven as the Archons were able to open massive floor doors that exposed additional ramps heading further down.
Paul didn’t know much more than that, having gone to sleep as those reports started to come in, but intended to head down there during the afternoon after he checked out the hangar bay where Davis had told him several V’kit’no’sat ships still stood. The bay was also located on the 5th tier, with the smaller upper half having a secondary entrance/exit point on the 4th tier. 
He entered on the 5th, which was entirely dedicated to one massive flight deck with 13 ships spread out in the otherwise empty hangar. Ten of them had been partially dismantled, including a ridiculously massive one that Paul recognized as an Oso’lon transport, with some active work crews present in the bay running additional tests while three copies of the smallest ship design appeared to be still intact.
“Impressive, no?” a tech asked as Paul walked up to him as he was pulling a crystal tray from the underside of a medium-sized ship…or so far as Star Force scaling went. For the V’kit’no’sat it was pathetically small.
“Very. Any new insights?”
“Bits and pieces every now and then. Nothing major. These are modular control crystals,” he said, holding up a hexagonal tray with dozens of crystals slotted into it. “Some of their equipment uses these like program uploads. Swap out modular weaponry or other components and likewise swap out part of the computer system. We’ve been trying to build a reader of our own, but so far the best data we’ve been able to pull off of one of these is a basic holding structure. I’m running an upgrade to our sensor against all the different crystal types, hoping we pick up something more from at least one of them, then we’ll go back and try to build a better sensor and repeat ad nausea.”
Paul nodded, understanding the painstaking nature of the work the Star Force researchers were doing with technology far beyond their comprehension. “Mind if I go inside?”
“Help yourself,” he said, waving him towards the port access hatch.
“Thanks,” Paul said, walking down the length of the smooth hull and stepping inside. There wasn’t much room, but there were two distinct sections…a cockpit and personnel bay. Early on this type of ship had been tagged as a ‘gunship’ by the Archons based on the data sent back to Atlantis, but other than basic schematics and other technical jargon, no data regarding the ship’s purpose had ever surfaced. That was, until yesterday. 
The secure files they’d been accessing tagged it as a small Human troop transport/cargo ship, designed primarily for atmospheric purposes but also capable of short range space flights, such as out to a planet’s moons and back. It was ill suited for combat against the other V’kit’no’sat races’ ships, but then again that was never a design consideration and it did serve the Ter’nat as a viable and capable gunship in their often one-sided battles against other races within the galaxy, delivering special ops teams behind enemy lines to cause all sorts of mayhem, as well as functioning as a point to point rescue craft.
Paul counted the seats, two rows high. A catwalk passed a foot over his head, functioning as the floor for the second level, accessible by a short, spine-like ladder on either end of the elongated cabin. There were 12 seats on each of the four rows, minus two were the port hatch was, giving the gunship a carrying capacity of 46 plus cockpit crew. He also knew that the seats could be removed, on both levels, along with the catwalk to open the hold up for cargo crates or small equipment pieces, accessible by a rear hatch that otherwise remained sealed as a bulkhead.
All the seats were oversized, which was understandable given the larger size of the Ter’nat. The walkway between the rows seemed small though, and Paul thought the Knights would have had trouble fitting in without kneeing each other. Apparently once the hold was filled people weren’t supposed to be walking around. That certainly clashed with Star Force’s design motif, but Paul understood the tactical significance of stacking as many troops inside as possible to minimize the number of ships necessary to deliver an assault force to any given location.
Paul walked forward and into the bottom half of the cockpit. Above his head was another compartment with a half ladder above his head as the only means of climbing up. He saw three seats on the lower level, situated west, north, and east if the hold were to be considered south. There was barely a square meter of floor space available between the backs of the seats, bracketing him in and furthering the claustrophobic nature of the craft.
He slid into the forward pilot’s seat and ran a hand over the control boards. There were a number of ‘hard’ buttons arrayed for the most basic of tasks along with two rotational handles. From the research reports he knew that the one on the left controlled the lateral spin the craft was capable of in a gravity well. Turning the handle to the right would spin the ship clockwise, left the opposite direction while maintaining its upright position on its anti-gravity engines. 
The other handle wasn’t secured on a central pivot point, instead it could ‘float’ around the board a few inches with the direction of the handle always being parallel to the orientation of the ship. The farther one pushed the handle to the right the ship would drift laterally. Forward and reverse worked the same as well as diagonal vectors. 
Height over terrain was regulated by a slide lever, while rotation was controlled by a thick icon that represented the ship. Rotating the icon would tip the ship, which apparently did not have to stay upright in order to maintain its anti-gravity lift capability. 
There were other controls that handled the primary thrust, which was unrelated to the lifting technology. This allowed the craft to obtain its tactical speed, as well as orbital maneuvering capability, and accomplished it through a series of 6 engine pods half buried into the hull of the ship. An odd-looking joystick that had the ability to rotate the handgrip forward handled the more traditional piloting capabilities for dog fighting or space travel, but the bulk of the pilot’s control systems were currently inaccessible.
Paul fixed that by hitting the cabin power-up button. As a few interior running lights came on, so did the holographic controls which filled the space around his head, boxing him into a small cubicle of light. He resisted powering up any other systems, given the partially dismantled nature of the ship, and settled for a quick work-through of the data systems…most of which were offline, thanks to the removed crystal tray.
He passed his hand through the viewscreen, which superimposed over the forward windows, then tagged the solid hologram to his right, bringing up a navigational program. 
“We are so dead if they come back,” Paul muttered, thoroughly impressed. He wished the hangar doors weren’t covered in dirt, otherwise he would have seriously considered taking the gunship out on a short test flight, security concerns or no.
“You think they will, after all this time?” the tech asked, appearing behind him in the hold.
“Sorry, did I disrupt your work?”
“No, no…just saw the lights come on and wondered what you were up to.”
“Just looking around,” Paul said, spinning his seat halfway towards the rear so he could look at the man. “And to answer your question, yes I do, though something has obviously prevented them from doing so all this time. Whenever that changes, I imagine they’ll want their colony back.”
“You a pilot?”
“We all are, among other things. Can you see these holographic displays?”
“Sure. Something wrong with them?”
“No, just wondering if they were security locked. Some of the others in the pyramid are only visible to us, given our ambrosia levels, we think.”
“I heard about that yesterday. The database team nearly flipped their wig when they started to find new access.”
“Well, they can’t see any of it, so we have to translate for them. Frustrating for them, I’d imagine.”
“I don’t think so,” the tech disagreed. “They’ve been trying to hack their way into greater access for years without success. Having to run the information through you guys is a gift by comparison.”
“I hadn’t looked at it that way. I was judging their reactions.”
“How’s your V’kit’no’sat?”
“Ha, well that might be part of the problem. We’ve been learning the language for longer than most of you have been alive and I know some of the lab coats don’t like us having more knowledge in their area of expertise than them.”
The tech frowned. “How old are you anyway?”
“87.”
“Bullshit.”
“Ambrosia plus training,” Paul said, smiling. “Works wonders.”
“You look like a college freshman…not my grandpa.”
“The Ter’nat lived thousands of years.”
“Who?”
“Sorry, that’s what the V’kit’no’sat called their Humans.”
“Thousands of years?”
“Yeah, can you imagine how strong and skilled they could get in that length of time?”
The tech looked around the cockpit. “Must have some damn good pilots then.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Paul said, pointing up.
“Oh, sorry,” the tech said, stepping back into the hold.
“Auxiliary cockpit?” Paul asked, climbing.
“That was the initial theory, but we’ve kind of nixed it. We’re not sure what it is, except that it’s not redundant.”
“What’s the problem?”
“The system’s not responsive, and the hand controls don’t match up to any ship functions we can identify.”
Paul stepped off the hold and walked forward into a small compartment that had a single seat ringed with what looked like double the holograms that the pilot had been enveloped with. 
“I think I know what the problem is,” Paul said after sitting down and tagging a few of the icons, accessing the ship’s comm system. 
The tech popped his head up the ladder. “What?”
“Can you see these holograms?”
“Holograms?” he asked, climbing up and squeezing in behind Paul’s seat. “We’ve never been able to access any up here. What are you talking about?”
“Can’t see anything?”
“Nope.”
“Try something for me,” Paul said, touching one of the solid holographic buttons and holding his finger in place. “Try to put your index finger next to mine and see if you feel anything.”
The tech frowned but did as he was told. 
“What the hell?” he said, feeling something invisible on his fingertip.
“Now pull back an inch.”
The man drew back his finger and Paul did likewise. “Now try again.”
The tech pressed his finger back to the same spot but it passed through as if nothing was there.
“Now that is impressive,” Paul commented. “It becomes solid to my touch, otherwise it’s pass through like the others.”
“I’ll be damned,” the tech said, waving his hand around through the glowing icons that only Paul could see. “What have you got?”
“Comm system came up by default, but there are other options,” he said, digging through the localized computer network using the invisible buttons. “Some of the stuff is offline, probably linked to the components you’ve pulled out, but this appears to be some type of command and control post to link in with other assets in the field. Maybe a combat controller to coordinate ground ops. I also have a fleet interlink prompt that’s blank.”
“One of the crystals I’ve pulled is communications related…I think.”
Paul leaned back and rubbed his chin. “So their pilots aren’t required to take ambrosia. That doesn’t make sense.”
“The ship is also for short range cargo hauling,” the tech reminded him. “Maybe it’s that way so the civilian pilots could fly them.”
“Doesn’t feel right,” Paul said, standing up. “I’m going to go check on something. Nice meeting you…”
“Ericson,” the tech offered, along with his hand before backing down the short ladder.
“Paul,” the Archon said, hopping down once the tech was clear.
“That a first or last name?”
“The only one I have. My full designation is Paul-024.”
“Well, Paul-024, thanks for that breakthrough. More than we’ve learned in years.”
“Happy to help,” he said as the pair left the ship. “Some of us are going to be sticking around a while, so hopefully we’ll be keeping you guys busy.”
“Bring it on,” the tech said, anxious. “This is what we live for.”
Paul bowed slightly. “Challenge accepted,” he offered with a sarcastic smile then jogged off, heading back to find a database access console, knowing that the ones on the deck were mostly limited to the bay functions.
 



  
  
7
  
  
“Hey, you need a lift?” a female technician asked as Paul hopped up out of the segmented ramp and onto the command deck. 
“Do you know where I can find an unused terminal?” he asked the woman just now climbing onto a beefier version of the Star Force mongoose. It was parked next to two others that apparently weren’t in use, which allowed the researchers to motor across the command deck rather than walk the spanning distances between pedestals. 
She frowned, thinking. “One and two are in use, I know, but we might try three. I’m headed off to 27, so I can take the long route and find you one on the way.”
“Appreciated,” Paul said, slipping into the passenger seat next to her. 
“Not enough of these around for all you guys, huh?” she asked, accelerating the oversized 4-wheeler down the ‘highway’ marked by a cluster of three painted lines that shot the gap between the two nearest pedestals. 
“We don’t mind running,” Paul assured her. They’d deliberately tried to avoid using the limited number of transports to keep from dispossessing the permanent staff…that and he doubted the techs were fit enough to hoof it back and forth on a daily basis. 
“So I noticed. How fast can you guys go?”
“Sprinting, most of us can get past 25 miles per hour without breaking a sweat.”
“Miles? You American?”
“Was…haven’t been back there in a long time.”
“I know the feeling,” she said as the lines split and she followed a green one to the right. “Before this place became home, Atlantis was. I haven’t been back to Sweden in a lifetime. What do you need the terminal for?”
“A hunch I want to follow.”
“Concerning?”
“The restricted access. I have a theory I want to check out.”
“Well, you’re certainly making our jobs a whole lot easier. Davis should have brought you guys down here sooner.”
“That’s what we’ve been telling him for decades. What are you working on?”
“Tri-coding.”
“Trinary?” he asked, referring to an alternate form of computer processing, but to his knowledge the dynamics of the V’kit’no’sat computers didn’t look anything like theirs. 
“No, sorry. Just a bit of slang. I’m working on the computer coding for the Triceratops systems. Each one is separate and structured differently, to keep others out, we think. It makes any attempt to hack into them insanely frustrating, because if you have a breakthrough in one it won’t carry over to the rest.”
“But they can all get into the restricted files, yes?”
“Seems so, though I don’t quite understand that bit yet. Being able to see what you guys see would help, though.”
“I think a few of you need to devote yourselves to a training regimen to get your ambrosia levels up to the point where you can have access. Davis could make out a little bit, which suggests it might not take that much to be able to access the systems.”
“I heard you were flying others in to check on those levels?” she said as they passed another 4-wheeler going the other way. She waved at the three techs before turning to follow the curve of the line around the perimeter of one of the circular pedestals to the foot of a stairwell. She pulled off and parked next to it.
“If we are I haven’t heard about it, but it makes sense. There are non-Archons on ambrosia at a variety of dosage levels.”
“Have a look,” she prompted, staying seated. “I’ll wait.”
“Thanks,” Paul said, running up the stairs and stopping at the top. He turned back to look at her and waved. “All clear. Thanks for the ride.”
“You’re welcome,” she said, waving back and driving off.
Paul watched her go for a second then turned and walked over to the Human-access console bank off to his left. On his right, more towards the center of the massive pedestal, were metallic pads imbedded into the floor. He’d been told they were some means of dino-access to systems that they hadn’t been able to crack yet, possibly because of a genetic marker they didn’t possess. 
He knew that the Ter’nat serviced the larger races, which was why they had access consoles on many of the pedestals, but he wondered how well a four-legged monster could punch computer keys, holographic or otherwise. Vocal input was always an option, but he didn’t think that would be the primary method. He didn’t have a good guess at what the metallic pads were for, other than maybe holographic generators, but he wasn’t going to spend time working on that problem now. He had something else to check.
As soon as Paul got to the Human consoles he accessed the restricted records easily and used the search function Liam had discovered yesterday to look for ambrosia, though that was their word for it. As far as the V’kit’no’sat were concerned it was just a chemical compound with a serial number, which was what Paul searched for. 
Fortunately their number system was the same as Earth’s, based on tens, with only the symbols being different. Vocally, zero through nine were: Ex, At, Pa, Tre, Qua, Cho, Ic, Feir, Ren, and Vir, which Paul recited from memory as he input the 12 digit serial number. 
It immediately found a match, with a host of stats attached, along with a descriptive text. As he read down through it all his eyes widened. 
“Bingo,” he said, identifying the fact that this was an altered version of the stock Human ambrosia. Apparently a group identified as the Zen’zat got the altered version, which was listed as being more concentrated. An addendum noted that there were also small variations in the mixture for ‘security’ reasons. 
The V’kit’no’sat word was highlighted as a link, which Paul tapped to bring up a side menu with additional data explaining in detail how the ambrosia altered the user’s physiology enough to enable touch recognition above and beyond the basic genetic locks. It also outlined the visual properties they’d experienced, plus a communications bonus with a lot of vocabulary he couldn’t understand. 
Paul tagged the Zen’zat link and brought up the profile on what he had been originally looking for…a subsect of higher ranking Humans. 
As he read he felt a headache developing. There were lots of missing terms that made comprehension difficult, plus the glowing nature of the holographic symbols made them bleed a bit, causing one symbol to resemble another if he didn’t look closely. If they had been English letters it wouldn’t have been a problem, but V’kit’no’sat symbols weren’t nearly that familiar to him, so the flash recognition process wasn’t so readily available, meaning he had to concentrate when he was reading as if he was back in 3rd grade all over again.
According to the information before him, the Zen’zat were both the Human leaders and those responsible for serving the other races. The rest of the Ter’nat were isolated into their own holdings.
“They had their own territory?” Paul mumbled as he dug further. 
The information wasn’t laid out in an overview of Ter’nat society, which would have been extremely helpful, but he assumed that was less about security concerns and more about cultural common knowledge. Why put into records what everyone knows already? 
Because of this fragmentation it took Paul more than four hours to get what he needed to form a basic picture of how the Zen’zat functioned…which then led to answers for many other questions they had, such as why was the sparring program in the secure area of the pyramid. The answer to that lay in the fact that the Zen’zat were the elite Ter’nat warriors, and only they received the equipment and training necessary to bring them up to what the V’kit’no’sat considered ‘par’ for field operations.
All Ter’nat, he discovered, did take ambrosia, but it was the Zen’zat that had the specialized version…and since they served as the inter-racial wing of the Human subsect of V’kit’no’sat society they were based primarily out of the pyramid, which was why the ambrosia stores that Davis had initially recovered from there had held the altered version rather than the generic, which was available through the Ter’nat colonies.
There were none on Earth, however. For whatever reason the Ter’nat had not been given colonization rights. Whether that was standard practice for their status within the Empire or just unique to this planet Paul hadn’t been able to discover, but that did mean that virtually all the Humans on the planet had been Zen’zat and there to service the other races, so no trace of the original ambrosia was produced or imported to the planet.
Furthermore, when the Rit’ko’sor had torched every city on the planet they weren’t looking for any Human settlements, so those survivors that must have become Paul’s most distant ancestors came from the Zen’zat stationed at various colonies around the planet, which the Raptors either missed in their purge or didn’t care to hunt down. Without access to any of their advanced technology or additional ambrosia supplements it was remarkable that they’d survived to repopulate the planet…though Paul didn’t envy the denigration they must have endured.
To go from a space-faring race of superhumans to a collection of primitives suggested chaos and anarchy, with those who had the knowledge unable to pass it on to successive generations. They probably also had to resort to barbarism to survive, given that the foodstuff production facilities had been obliterated by the Rit’ko’sor warship along with every other structure on the planet during the purge, save for the pyramid. Its stone was too resistant to energy weapons to destroy with a single ship, so instead they had flooded it, breaching a number of elevated lakes that surrounded the low region it inhabited and completely covering the structure.
It was air tight, of course, but not only did it cut off access to any potential survivors, it erased it from the landscape, as the Raptors had done with everything else V’kit’no’sat on the planet, including their own cities, before they rounded up all their own and abandoned the frontier colony to continue the rebellion elsewhere.
Had Paul survived that attack he would have made a serious attempt to swim down and gain access to the pyramid, rather than be forced to hunt and kill wildlife to meek out a pathetic existence, though he acknowledged that if no one had survived on the southern continent then the oceans would have kept any other survivors from reaching the pyramid, given that the Raptors had destroyed all aircraft on the planet, along with every other large piece of technology they could find.
That was partially guesswork, Paul admitted, for the pyramid’s records didn’t detail their motivations, only their movements around the planet and a few visuals of the purges recorded by orbiting satellites until they too were destroyed. It had taken the others a long time to compile all that information, but for the first time in Star Force’s existence they had a decent picture of what had happened to bring them to this current point in history.
Like it or not, Earth just wasn’t very important to the V’kit’no’sat. The Rit’ko’sor didn’t care to keep it, and the rest of them had never reclaimed it…though the outcome of that war might have changed things in ways Paul had no way to even guess at. The long range communications relay system had continued to feed information to the submerged pyramid for years after the rebellion on Earth, then the data had suddenly stopped coming in, probably because the nearest relays had been severed but there was no way to be sure. One way or another Earth had been completely cut off and the fate of the V’kit’no’sat Empire was unknown, though Paul seriously doubted that the Raptors alone could have done them in, based off of what he’d already learned of their military and economic strength.
Which meant that Earth was still on the frontier, now populated with renegade Ter’nat who knew nothing of their past, and would be target practice if the V’kit’no’sat, or any of their constituent races returned, given their zero tolerance policy on any independent factions. 
However, due to the chaotic nature of the rebellion and purge on Earth, and the lack of a follow up expedition to clean up the mess afterwards, the V’kit’no’sat had left the keys for Ter’nat ascendency behind. They had their independence, which was probably little more than an oversight, but anonymity was probably the best defense any opponent of the V’kit’no’sat could probably have. They also had recovered an intact pyramid, buried as it was at the bottom of an extinct lakebed, with intact databases and larger pieces of technology, some of which Paul still had on his ‘to see’ list.
But now, he discovered with applicable awe, they had also accidentally gained access to their secure systems via the enhanced ambrosia. When Davis’s scientists had originally replicated the compound they had no idea what it contained, let alone the access key to Zen’zat systems, which by nature reached into each and every race they served, as well as detailed military records of which they were an integral part. 
To top that off, Ryan had confirmed that they did indeed have access to the firing controls for the pyramid’s weaponry. If they wanted, they could target a ship in orbit and fire right through the factory above them with little affect on the energy beam, the dynamics of which the scientists were just now beginning to scratch their heads over. They’d concluded that it wasn’t a laser and it wasn’t plasma…beyond that they didn’t have a clue what it could be, but the statistics available to them, relayed through Archon eyes, made it easily the most powerful weapon in the star system and probably the only one capable of defending against a V’kit’no’sat attack if they should ever return.
The Ter’nat wouldn’t have had access to those weapons, even if they’d retained possession of the temple, but the Zen’zat did, trusted as they were by their masters and, like it or not, Paul and the others Archons had accidentally inherited that mantle, bypassing the pyramid’s seemingly impregnable computer security measures not by hacking into them, but by training their way into them.
That thought made him smile every time it crossed his mind, knowing how ‘normal’ Humans were lazy enough that even if they had by chance come across the enhanced ambrosia it would have done them no good. Only those who trained at a very high level would gain the concentration necessary within their bodies to gain clearance to Zen’zat areas and tech. According to the records it took newly minted recruits more than a year to absorb enough of the ambrosia to be able to gain access to the doors, and several more years after that to gain computer access. 
The fact that Davis had managed a peek at the markings indicating the sealed doors was a feather in his cap, and Paul made a mental note to relay that fact to him the next time they talked, but his utmost respect went to the V’kit’no’sat for designing such an ingenious security protocol. If the Ter’nat didn’t know of the enhanced ambrosia…which by the way the records were written it appeared they weren’t…then they would have been completely incapable of gaining control or data the V’kit’no’sat didn’t want them to have, and even if some of the ambrosia shipments were mixed up, it wouldn’t have an appreciable effect for years to come, and only then if a sufficiently intense training component was added.
“I think we just sucked up our quota of luck for the next millennia,” he said, shutting down the holographic interface and jogging back down the stairs. He ran back to the entrance he’d come from, using the green line as his guide, then headed down the insanely large ramp and back to the ‘hotel’ to get something to eat and find the others. 
A group of 13 of them were clustered around two of the tables, swapping stories and intel when Paul arrived. Andy looked up at him as he approached and frowned, sensing something was up. 
“What?” he asked as Paul looked down on all of them. The other turned to look at the new arrival when Andy asked the question, pausing their previous conversations.
“Zen’zat,” he said simply. “We have access because the pyramid thinks we’re Zen’zat.”
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Emily walked up to the massive door on tier 23 and touched the tiny imprint on the center near the floor…which was situated directly underneath a much larger imprint located well above her head and out of reach. As soon as her ambrosia laden fingers touched the stone-like material the door bisected along an invisible seem, cutting the circular dent in half as either side retracted into the walls.
“Now that’s interesting,” Megan said from beside her as large metallic skeletons were immediately visible inside what was a cavernous room, far bigger than most they’d been exploring in the sub tier 18 region that had been previously inaccessible to the research team.
“Exoskeletons?” Emily guessed as they walked inside the well lit fitting area and into the wide, dino-sized walkway that separated the nearest two rows of crane-like apparatus holding the skeletons in place. Off to the left and right were more rows, filled with all sizes and makes of the technology.
“These aren’t listed in the database files,” one of the three techs accompanying them stated as she looked around, using a head-mounted camera to take visuals for analysis at a later time. 
“Not surprising since they’re in a secure area,” one of the other techs pointed out. 
“Multiple races,” Megan added, “and we saw some of the Raptors wearing them in the assault on the pyramid.”
“I don’t see anything that small here,” Emily said, squinting to try and make out the furthest ones away, visible only through the mess of metallic structures cluttering the bay floor. From what little she could see of the far wall, there weren’t any small scale stations.
“Big boys’ hangout then?” Megan guessed.
“Looks like it…wait, no, I see something in the middle. Two somethings, actually.”
“Got it,” Megan said, searching for more of what looked like Human access stations…which would make sense, given that the door had an access point for them as well. She began walking off in that direction along with Emily, while the techs had to hustle to keep pace behind them. 
On their way to the closest station they walked underneath one of the metallic spines that stretched out more than 100 meters, resplendent with a helmeted head and ‘ribs’ coming out at random points along the length of the construct, but it had no legs…as if, whatever it was for, it was worn as some type of backpack on one of the long necked dinosaurs.
In another section of the bay they could see different sized skeletons, and some of them did have legs…two legs jutting down from a spine segment that had both a helmet and tail cap. Another had a split skeleton, running two spines laterally with a large open area in the center, connected between helmet and tail cap. 
“Battle armor?” Emily guessed as they approached the station.
“With all the exposed area?” Megan differed. 
“Shield emitters?”
Megan hesitated in giving an answer, then swung around behind the inside of the control booth that was a bisected circle containing two 180 degree arcs separated by a narrow walkway that provided entrances on either side. “Let’s find out.”
The control panel responded to her touch and a flurry of holograms arose above the keyboards, detailing three distinct sets of skeletons. Megan tagged one of the long-neck versions with her index finger and it superimposed over the others, offering more detailed schematics. The word ‘shomul’ac’ appeared on a small floating button beneath the hologram, prompting a lip-biting grimace as the Archon tried to figure out what they were looking at. The V’kit’no’sat word meant ‘deployed,’ but what there was to deploy she didn’t know so after a few fruitless seconds of thinking she decided to tap the button and find out.
“Told you,” Emily said, thoroughly impressed. The holographic image of the skeletal construct mechanically expanded, branching out to cover a much larger area with spider web-like connecting ribs that outlined the full body shape of an Oso’lon. Once that grid was in place, the empty spaces in between filled in with material until the entire suit of armor was complete from head to tail. 
“Just like the regenerators,” Megan said, referencing the medical devices that would alter their shape to fit the patient. They had flowed as if liquid metal…and the holographic schematic had moved in an eerily similar manner.
“I doubt these are medical equipment,” a tech told the Archon.
Megan glanced back at the man. “Duh.”
He frowned. “I only meant…”
“This is all military,” Emily cut him off, “or at least has a military aspect. They could be construction or environmental suits too, but we definitely saw them being used as armor during the battle.”
“Which is probably why this bay is located in a secure area,” Megan added, beginning to search through the local database. One of the first things that popped up was a maintenance log, with the most recent entry flagged. She brought it up and read through a brief account of a suit being damaged from some type of physical impact…she couldn’t identify the vocabulary used…and the repairs that had to be instituted, which began with them having to cut the Era’tran free in the field. They’d hauled the deployed armor back inside and set to work micro-repairing the connective structure enough to get the pieces to finally retract.
An update to the log indicated that some sort of reprogramming had been scheduled, along with replacement parts ordered, but that was the last entry. Apparently the local rebellion had occurred prior to the repair work being completed. 
“Don’t supposed you can see any of this either?” Emily asked the techs.
All three shook their heads ‘no.’
“Alright, start taking notes,” Megan said, sifting through the interface to try and find a root menu to start them with. 
  
 “What did you find?” Paul asked, returning to the command deck on Jason’s request.
“Plenty,” his friend said, staring at a detailed inventory list in holo. He shifted it aside with a few button presses and brought up the planetary map that they’d all grown accustomed to using the past couple days. He zoomed in on tropical Antarctica and the surrounding regions prior to the rebellion, which Paul noted due to the presence of the lakes that had been later drained to cover the pyramid.
“Not fish ponds,” Jason said, highlighting several submerged buildings. “These were specifically built for the swimmers and connect to the base of the pyramid,” he said, shifting the hologram into a 3D schematic of the mammoth building with the bottom portion highlighted. “All five base tiers belong to the swimmers.”
Paul looked closer, then reached over Jason and adjusted the hologram, zooming out slightly. “What are these nubs?” he asked, pointing to little dots lining the underground tunnels.
“They’re air breathers, like us. Lungs, not gills. Those spots are air pockets.”
“There are more tunnels,” Paul pointed out, seeing five extra large versions located at a lower depth than the others that connected to the surrounding lakes.
“That’s where it gets interesting,” Jason said, zooming back out until they could see all of the southern continent. With the tap of a few buttons the underwater highways became visible, connecting to five locations around the perimeter of the continent, giving the swimmers access to the oceans. 
Another few button presses and underwater infrastructure was highlighted at each connection point, as well as others within a few hundred miles out into the ocean surrounding each ‘port.’
“How do they get there?” Jason said as Paul began to speak, anticipating his question. “These bigger tunnels are actually split into two segments. The top segment flows out, the bottom one flows into the pyramid.”
“Flows?”
“More like squirts, but use whatever word you want. Point is the current carries them along at insane speeds, faster than any of our bullet trains or aircraft.”
“Have we gotten into the basement yet?”
Jason shook his head. “No, the search teams are being methodical and cataloging the top ones first. In a couple of hours I’m going to jump ahead of them and see what’s down there. Wanna come with?”
“Dumb question.”
Jason smiled as he adjusted the hologram again. “I haven’t got to the best part yet. Earlier I was studying the orbital traffic records going back to the founding of the colony, and you’d be surprised at some of the types of ships that showed up for the construction. Massive things, plus a lot of others that look like something straight out of a bad scifi film. I couldn’t even guess at the functionality of some of the designs, so I’m figuring they must be some sort of aesthetic. That’s not the point though. When I input some search parameters I accidentally scrolled to the last contacts detected and found this…”
Jason pulled up the telemetry data again, showing 16 bulbous ships in orbit. “Look at the timestamp.”
Paul’s eyes flicked over to the V’kit’no’sat numbers. “Someone came to check up on the colony?”
“That was my first thought until I played through their tracking data,” he said, bringing the same up on the screen and running it through a pretagged loop at accelerated speed. “They weren’t coming, they were leaving.”
Paul stared in awe as the 16 ships lifted off from beneath the ocean’s surface and flew over to the pyramid, then headed up into space, eventually leaving the star system. “I guess that answers that.”
“About there still being some around? Yeah, I don’t think that’s the case. I’d guess the Raptors couldn’t get to them under water so they torched what they could from the air and left, but that included the entrances to the underwater highways. They dug down into the land just off the ocean and destroyed them. I’m assuming the ships came out to the pyramid to pick up survivors that got trapped on the other side.”
“Water filled ships, huh?”
“It gets even better,” Jason promised.
“Go on.”
“I think the swimmers are in charge.”
Paul frowned. “How so?”
“Well, this colony’s priority chart indicates that they’re towards the tops, but we were figuring that was because this was a waterworld. Now I’m not so sure. I did a search upstairs for information about other V’kit’no’sat worlds and found some interesting patterns of racial deployment.”
“You couldn’t access it down here?”
“If there’s a way to enlarge these holos I haven’t found it yet, so using the map room is a lot easier…plus I had some help and there’s a lot more legroom up there.”
“Point taken. What patterns?”
“Shared worlds. As far as colonies go, most are either binary arrangements or solos. They don’t share a lot, but wherever the swimmers are there are dozens of races on the same planet. I couldn’t find a single world that only had swimmers, even a few true water worlds with only a trace amount of land still had dozens of enclaves on them. There was even one with no land at all and four other races had built their own version of Atlantis to give them some living space.”
“There’s more,” Jason said before Paul could ask another question. “I did a similar search for patterns amongst the ground pounders and flyers. The Oso’lon are in the same boat as the swimmers. Where they go, others go. I couldn’t find a single Oso’lon only colony, and in more than 80% of the cases the Oso’lon and swimmers occupied the same worlds.”
Paul thought for a moment while Jason waited for him to catch on. “Longnecks?”
The Archon nodded. “For whatever reason, the longnecks appear to be dominant.”
“Have you found priority charts for any other colonies?”
“Yes, and the pattern holds with a few exceptions,” Jason said, pulling out the planetary holo until it became a system-wide view, then he input some hard key strokes and it suddenly shifted to a different star system, then he zoomed back in on another planet, this one with no visible water on it.
A few seconds later he had the priority chart for a world named ‘Kikkorop’ floating in front of Paul for his inspection.
“No swimmers, and the Oso’lon are second tier,” Paul noted. “Behind the Hjar’at.”
“Now look at the population statistics.”
Paul watched as the planet came alive with tiny dots representing numerical numbers of the inhabitants. A few Oso’lon blue dots dominated one city, while a few yellows and reds were clustered elsewhere, but all across the planet’s grasslands green dots were present in the thousands.
“It’s a Hjar’at world,” Paul guessed. 
“It might even be their homeworld,” Jason guessed. “I can’t confirm that yet, but it would make sense that the home race would have more pull on their own turf than any other faction.”
“Where do the flyers fit in?”
“That’s another interesting point,” he said, sending the holo back to Earth and highlighting a few scattered cities. “The I’rar’et are the only flyer race present in this colony, but I’ve found three others, and Ryan found another one this morning. They appear mid level at best, and never in the top three tiers on any of the worlds we’ve looked at…though our sample size is proportionately very, very small.”
“I’m not sure which is harder to pronounce, I’rar’et or Pterodactyl.”
“There is another larger race called the Les’i’kron. They were not on Earth at any time, I checked through the entire timeline record and they never appear, but I think you’ll find them very familiar.”
Jason brought up a profile on the larger flyer race and looked at Paul for his reaction.
“Son of a bitch,” he whispered. 
“That was my reaction too,” Jason said, glancing back at the image of a thick, but lean body supporting massive wings and a medium-length neck, on which sat a squarish head that reminded him more of a T-Rex than anything else, though even the Era’tran couldn’t match the sheer fear factor that the ugly face imposed. The Les’i’kron also had a thin, long tail that ended in a bony, double fin that probably functioned like a rudder in flight…or as a blade in combat.
But as alien as the creature looked, it was the spitting image of a dragon from medieval lore.
“That wingspan is bigger than the Mantis’s that we flew in on,” Paul noted.
“And yet these guys seem to have very few colonies, though their numbers are greater on the more densely packed worlds. There are millions of them on the V’kit’no’sat capitol.”
“Remind me to take that off our vacation hit list,” Paul said sarcastically. “You said there were five flyers?”
“So far. The database doesn’t have a comprehensive list to search through, so we’re having to find them through links from other data. A bit odd, but then again nothing in here is structured the way you’d expect. It’s functional, once you get used to the layout, but it’s no Wikipedia Gold.”
That comment caused Paul to have an epiphany. “Has anybody stumbled onto any training programs for children?”
“Not that I know of, why?”
“Maybe these systems aren’t comprehensive, and only data that isn’t widely known is logged. Having a list of races is pointless when you already know their names and can search directly for each one.”
“A bit egotistical assuming everyone will already know and remember,” Jason said, catching himself. “Right…forgot who we’re dealing with here.”
“Add in the compartmentalization and there’s no reason to give easy access menus and lists to help people find stuff that they should either already know about or not have access to.”
“An insiders system,” Jason summed up. “That makes sense, especially considering that I can’t find so much as a floor plan for the swimmer sections of the pyramid. Either I’m missing it or what they’ve got down there isn’t something the rest of the pyramid needs to know about.”
“You really want to wait a couple hours?”
Jason hit a button turning off the hologram. “Not really,” he said, smiling. “Let’s go.”
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There were no doors blocking access to the lower tiers of the pyramid as there had been on the bottom of tier 18, but the ramps did end prematurely, spilling out into another large chamber that mimicked the dimensions of the command deck. It was smaller, by far, and had large pools replacing most of the pedestals, but the overall feel was the same.
“There’s still water in them,” Paul commented as they walked inside and over to the nearest of the artificial ponds that sat on the border between the water pads and the land pads. “The pyramid must be replenishing the water somehow, or else it’d evaporate away.”
“Doesn’t feel humid either,” Jason added, looking down into the crystal clear water and sighting several connective tunnels in the cliff-like walls of the pool. “You think the lower tiers are all submerged?”
“Gotta have air pockets somewhere,” he reminded him. “And if they used Ter’nat to service this area there’s got to be access corridors somewhere.”
“Alright, let’s start looking,” Jason said, breaking into a run to save time. Paul followed him as they wove their way through the padded pedestals and around the ponds, searching the massive chamber. 
It took them more than half an hour before they finally found what looked to be an exit shaft in the opposite wall, Human sized, that looked totally out of place. Nothing was nearby it, save for ponds, and all the lower sections of the pyramid had dino-sized doors…which begged the question, where and what did it lead to?
Paul went in first, traveling down a very narrow hallway that would barely have allowed him and Jason to stand shoulder to shoulder if they tried, but like the rest of the Human architecture the ceiling was high, allowing for the taller Ter’nat. The claustrophobic tunnel ran straight for more than 50 meters before exiting into a slightly larger crossing tunnel that ran parallel to the wall of the secondary command deck.
“Access shafts?” Paul guessed.
“Looks like,” Jason agreed. “Right or left?”
“Right.”
Jason headed that way without further comment and they followed the once again ovoid tunnel past several connective hallways, checking out each as they passed. Most dead ended into specialized rooms with stacks of crates or equipment, while a few appeared to be dormitories, apparently so the Zen’zat in this area wouldn’t have to make the trek down from the top of the pyramid on a daily basis.
After they’d searched 16 of the offshoots they finally found one that led to a staircase that descended lower in the pyramid. Taking it they climbed down and down, as far as they could until it bottomed out at what they guessed was tier 30, though it was hard to know for sure. They walked across a small landing and then out through a door that had a partition in the central compartment that blocked the view coming directly through. Paul passed through the open doorway, turned left and walked around the tip of the divider, then back right and out through the second doorway, whistling appreciatively at the view.
“That’s some fish tank,” Jason agreed as they walked out through the clear tunnel that led across the bottom of a huge, water-filled chamber. He felt like a hamster in a tube, but was glad that the material was keeping the monstrous amount of fluid from crashing in on him. The view was so clear and the water so pristine that they could see everything everywhere, with dozens of tunnels crisscrossing the interior, not only along the floor where they were now, but rising up at angles and intersecting with higher ones, making for a navigational hazard for the swimmers that would have concerned the Archons had there actually been anyone left swimming around in the tank. He didn’t know strong the material was, but a collision seemed like it could be disastrous.
Along the floor were clear domes with wide openings and tunnels connecting to them. In fact, everything down here appeared to be transparent material, save for the walls that appeared bone white, giving the entire place an eerily synthetic feel to it that was in stark contrast to the stone-like construction of the rest of the pyramid.
As they walked they looked up towards the ceiling, spotting several faint dots in the distance that they guessed were the connective tunnels coming down from the ponds on the second command deck, which would mean that the entire bottom base of the pyramid was one giant, water-filled chamber…at least as far as they could see. Everything was brightly lit with white light, but there were so many domes on the ground and connective tunnels going every which way that they couldn’t see the far walls, wherever they actually were.
“We could be in here a while,” Jason said, still in awe at the grandiose design. Given that the base of the pyramid was wider than the top, the dimensions of this underwater chamber had to be larger than even the primary command deck. 
“A mongoose would be nice right about now,” Paul thought out loud.
“A bit bumpy on the stairs, but yeah, it would.”
“Back to running?”
“After you,” Jason said, following his friend down the clear tunnel until they came to the first branch, then hung a left to head a quarter mile down an offshoot towards one of the domes. 
“Dead end?” Paul asked when they came to a closed door. 
“Hardly…probably an airlock to keep the tunnels from flooding,” Jason said, looking the door over as they approached. “If the swimmers have to breathe, then I bet the domes have air inside.”
“Good, because I don’t feel like swimm…” Paul said as the door suddenly opened on its own in front of them, revealing a slightly shimmering energy field in its place.
“That’s new.”
“If that’s what’s holding the air in,” Paul said, stopping short of actually touching the field.
Jason did reach out a hand and touched the crystal-like field…but his hand pushed right through, feeling a bit tight on the other side. He pulled it back and flexed his fingers. “Just stops the air, apparently.”
“After you.”
“After me,” Jason echoed, closing his eyes as he walked through. He was hit with an immediate wave of tight, moist air, realizing that the pressure was higher given to the compacting effect of the water above them. He took several long breaths, letting himself adjust, then waved Paul through. 
When the other Archon entered and they walked a few steps down what was left of the tunnel, the solid door behind them closed again. 
“Air pressure is high,” Paul commented. “And warm.”
“Guess they like the heat. All the worlds I’ve seen them with colonies on have been tropical at minimum.”
“How many swimmers are we up to now?”
“With the two that Sam found earlier today, that puts us at 14 total, 8 here.”
“So, 83 overall, if you count Humans,” Paul said, doing the math as they walked out of the open ended tunnel and onto the dome’s arc-like half ring of ‘land’ that surrounded a shallow lagoon split up into sections by low, submerged bumps, beyond which was the deep water half of the dome that connected down and out to the rest of the water world by a subsurface access duct. All together, the dome was the size of a football stadium.
“Sleeping chamber?” Jason asked.
“No clue, buddy,” Paul answered, spotting another of the Zen’zat computer consoles that seemed to be everywhere within the pyramid. “Let’s have a look.”
“Hey,” Jason said, pointing down into the nearest of the lagoon nooks. Paul followed his finger line until he noticed several shiny discs on the bottom…same as the ones they’d found on the pedestals on the command deck and elsewhere.
Paul slipped behind the small ‘desk’ and powered up the holographic interface, finding a list of items being the last thing that whoever had worked this console had been viewing 100,000 years ago. 
He pushed it aside and brought up the main menu, then dove into the specialized files for this location…which were many. In fact, it seemed like there were twice the amount of menu items available as there had been on the upper tiers of the pyramid. Jason immediately noticed that too.
“Race specific data?”
“Or more compartmentalization,” Paul suggested, bringing up the information on this particular dome. “Communications hub?”
“Look there,” Jason said, pointing at the schematic. “Another force field to keep the water out.”
“It’s not out, though.”
Jason snapped his fingers as he caught on. “Air pressure. It keeps the water from making it too dense in here. Either for us or this is the pressure they prefer to breathe at. A lot of their worlds are higher gravity, so it would make sense that this is the norm for them.”
“Here we go, Dino email,” Paul’s face scrunched up as he started to read one of them. “Love letters?”
“Really?”
“No,” Paul said deadpan.
Jason punched him in the shoulder, thoroughly had.
“It’s an information request to the Oso’lon asking for updated reports on the Rit’ko’sor rebellion, specifically which clans were involved,” Paul said, reading further. “It looks like they were concerned that the fighting could find its way out here and wanted to verify whether or not their Raptors were kin to the traitorous sects or not. Apparently their knowledge of the Rit’ko’sor social structure was limited, because there’s an addendum to the original message asking for a structural overview so they could better make use of the original data they’d been given.”
“Never took the time to get to know their underlings?”
“Sounds that way,” Paul agreed.
“I’m surprised we even have access to their messages.”
“I…think that’s because the Zen’zat transmitted it for them. There’s a list of what look like official emails rather than personal ones.”
“Personal assistants?”
“Pretty much…and they never logged out.”
Jason made a ‘tisk, tisk’ sound. “You can get fired for that sort of thing.”
“I think running for your life from a hoard of angry Raptors might make for a legitimate excuse.”
“The V’kit’no’sat strike me as more of a ‘zero tolerance policy’ sort of group,” Jason said sarcastically. “Besides, do you really think they got down here? Unless they go for a swim there’s not much fighting they could do, and it’d be a tight fit for them in the tunnels.”
“More likely they got called up top to fight and just left their workstations where they were.”
“Well then, that’s not abandoning their post, it’s following orders. Perfectly acceptable workplace behavior when the bosses are getting their asses kicked.”
“Still hard to believe they pulled it off.”
“The warship helped, I’d imagine.”
“True,” Paul admitted. “But the little ones taking out all the others…they couldn’t have seen that coming.”
“The element of surprise is highly underrated.”
Shifting aside the communications data Paul went back to the main menu and brought up a schematic of the underwater levels…something that hadn’t been available in detail up top. 
“It is one big room,” Jason said, studying the new hologram. “With subdivisions.”
“Different races, different billets,” Paul said, locating their position on the map. “We’re in a Sess’nat dome.”
“Sess’nat?”
“Sort of a shell-less turtle, shiny scales.”
Jason frowned, then his memories realigned. “Right,” he said, getting confused with so many new races being added to their list.
“I remember because they have four subgroups,” Paul said with a smile that Jason couldn’t place.
“I didn’t take that close of a look,” he admitted.
“Greg decided to nickname them the Leonardos, Michelangelos, Donatellos, and Rafaels.”
Jason burst out laughing. 
Paul pointed to a different section on the underwater map when he managed to clear the smile off his face. “Garas’tox section is here. I say we hit that then head back up. It’ll take us weeks to search through everything down here.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Jason said, heading back to the airlock. Paul powered down the console and followed him. 
“Donatellos,” Jason whispered when they pushed their way back through the atmospheric field and resumed their exploratory run. 
“I know,” Paul said, snickering. “Wish I’d thought of it first.”
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July 19, 2112
  
Paul unshouldered his duffle bag and handed it to a Star Force tech as a gentle shower of snowflakes fell on the rooftop landing pad of the foodstuff factory. The man hurried off to tuck it into the waiting Mantis’s cargo compartments as Greg and Jason waited with the unofficial fleet commander for the other Archon leaving Antarctica.
They weren’t the first to go. Four others had already left even as the first construction crews began arriving to build a new sanctum within the pyramid itself. Others were scheduled to leave later in the week, and still others were staying around on an indefinite basis. The long term plan was to keep at least one of the trailblazers on site at all times with a handful of other Archons to assist with the secure access research while the others would rotate in and out as they chose. 
None of them wanted to go…the pyramid was like a giant amusement park for them to explore and with the various training chambers they’d discovered there were challenges galore for them to sink their teeth into, but Paul and a few of the others were needed back in the field sooner rather than later, with Davis having been the first of them to leave.
“If and when they can get a working prototype we’re going to need more numbers,” Greg pointed out, carrying on a running conversation they’d been having the past few days.
Paul nodded. “They say it won’t be anytime soon, but I’m already making plans. Our best bet is Epsilon Eridani, if we can confirm the clear routes in through the dust cloud.”
“No Ross 248?” Jason asked, giving the Earth classification of the nearest star system with a habitable planet according to the pyramid’s databanks.
“Not for the big push, no,” Paul said, seeing Morgan coming up out of the factory to join him on the flight back to Atlantis. “Too cold, plus Eridani has multiple habitable planets in addition to Corneria. The extra distance and restricted approach vectors may be a headache, but it’s our best option for significant expansion.”
“Are we bypassing the others then?” Greg asked.
“No, no. We’re grabbing up everything we can get, but we’re not going to go full bore to colonize an ice cube,” Paul said as Morgan handed her duffle off to the waiting tech and joined the group.
“Did I hear you say Corneria?” she asked with a devious smile.
“Yes you did,” Paul said, holding a steady gaze.
“It already has a name, you know.”
“It has a catalog number,” Paul corrected her. “Besides, no reason we have to let the V’kit’no’sat name everything. 50 light years out and their survey ends, so we’ll have to be naming those anyway.”
“Getting a bit ahead of ourselves,” Morgan pointed out.
“Doesn’t hurt to plan ahead,” Greg said, coming to Paul’s defense.
“We haven’t finished colonizing this star system yet,” Morgan reminded him. “And we have no way of getting to another one.”
“That’s what we were discussing,” Jason said. “We found some additional schematics that should help the techs with the gravity drives. Sort of an ‘Idiots guide to star travel’ that the Ter’nat had in their racial files.”
“Given to them?” Morgan asked.
“Looks like it,” Paul answered. “It’s old data, but was probably given to them at some point so they could start constructing their own ships.”
“I thought Cora said all their ship production was done at other races’ shipyards?” 
“Not quite true…all Ter’nat shipyards are paired with others, for oversight purposes, but they have to build their own tech.”
“I stand corrected then. How long do you think it’ll take to get a functional prototype?”
“Decades, minimum,” Paul said with a mixture of anticipation and regret. “Even the basics are still over our heads, but we have something to gear our research towards now. If and when that day comes we need to have a plan already in place, which is what we were discussing.”
“Sure you don’t want to stay?”
“Can’t,” Paul said, grinding out the word. “Got a fleet to run, training to do, Acolytes to catch.”
“Ha, good luck,” Morgan said, slapping him on the shoulder as she walked off towards the Mantis. “It’s cold out here. I’ll give you some pointers on the trip back.”
Paul rolled his eyes as she walked off, but didn’t follow her. “One other thing, Ryan and I did some more digging. Turns out the swimmers sent a deactivation signal to the pyramid as they were leaving, ordering it to power down. That’s why everything was off when Davis originally found it.”
“Not everything,” Greg pointed out.
“I meant via sleep mode, not a power off.”
“Well that answers that question,” Jason said, referring to one of the last bits of the mystery surrounding Humanity’s origins on Earth. “Has Lens reported back yet?”
“Not yet,” Greg said, having kept in contact with the Archon responsible for their underwater operations. After discovering that the swimmers had infrastructure underneath the ocean that the Rit’ko’sor couldn’t get at, he’d been the first to head back to Atlantis in order to start an expedition to find, secure, and reclaim those locations for Star Force use. “They can’t travel that fast, so it’ll take at least another week.”
“Don’t suppose any of those super-squirters are still operational?” 
“We know the ones to the mainland were knocked out, but the rest might be salvageable. Lens wants them, but wasn’t going to hop right in. He was concerned about bashing his ships against the sidewalls during transit and wasn’t sure how they avoided the problem.”
“He’ll want to set up his own network if they can get the bugs worked out, I assume?” Paul asked.
“If he can, it’ll expand our underwater colonies exponentially.”
“Paul, let’s go!” Morgan yelled from the back of the open Mantis.
Paul waved distractedly at her, but kept his focus on Greg and Jason. “How’s he set for Europa?”
“Game as always, but they’re having some trouble adapting to the cold,” Greg told him. “He thinks it’ll be another few years before we can transition to manned vessels.”
Paul nodded as another Mantis, this one a heavy model, slowed to a hover over a nearby landing pad and slowly dropped down to the surface. In the distance he could see several others approaching through the snow, carrying more of the construction supplies for the new sanctum…which also meant his Mantis needed to clear the pad. 
“Better get going,” Jason suggested. 
“I’ll get that personnel manifest to you by the end of the week,” Greg promised.
“I’ll hold you to that,” Paul said, backpedaling towards the boarding ramp. He threw his fellow Archons a two-fingered salute then jogged up the ramp and into the personnel compartment where Morgan and three support personnel were waiting. 
“You are way too chatty,” she chided him as he sat down next to her. She handed him a datapad as the boarding ramp closed and the pilot lifted the small Mantis off the pad and accelerated away from the factory and back towards Atlantis.
Paul grabbed the pad and activated the external feeds, watching a heavy Mantis take their pad and begin to offload supplies and personnel before the snow obscured the camera view. 
“You’ll be back again,” Morgan promised.
“Not for a while. I’m heading back to Venus and it looks like things are going to be accelerating from this point on. I’m going to have to leave the playground to the rest of you.”
“Not me. I’ve got work to do too.”
“Gotta keep pushing the limits so the rest of us can’t catch up?”
“Always. I’m still camping out at the main sanctum, but I’m trying to train an Archon strike force using only the second gen. I’ve got 53 going through preliminary drills. Hopefully at the end I’ll have three or four I can work with.”
“Strike force?”
“They need the help, and I was feeling generous. I’m basically trying to replicate one of our teams using my experience in place of the ingenuity they don’t have.”
“53, huh?”
“And?”
“They volunteer?”
“Yeesss,” she said with a strained voice.
“Oh, I’d love to watch that,” Paul said, cracking a smile. “They have no idea what they’re in for.”
“I’m starting them off slow. The point is to teach them, not break them…yet.”
“You’re all heart, Morgan.”
“Kurt and Will are doing the same thing,” she protested.
“Ah ha! That explains it. Gotta be number one and have the best team.”
“You’d be doing the same if you weren’t stuck off planet,” Morgan pointed out.
Paul considered that. “True. Is it just the three of you?”
“For now, but we’re getting so many new Archons that we don’t have enough field assignments for them and they don’t know what to do with themselves.”
“Train,” Paul said pithily.
“We would, but they’re not us. They need a competitive focus, so we’re going to start developing one.”
“Competitions?” Paul asked, his curiosity involuntarily spiking anytime that subject came up.
“Right now it’s experimental, to see if we can get them up to where we used to be before we all split up, but the theory is to split apart into ‘clans’ and battle it out to keep each other sharp.”
“Clans?”
“A la Battletech,” Morgan explained.
“Just hand to hand?”
Morgan hesitated. “I hadn’t thought about extending it further, but there’s no reason we couldn’t include pilots…and of course the mechs. Huh, I had a better idea than I thought.”
“Naval too.”
Morgan smiled. “Want a piece of the action?”
“I think we all will if this is going where I think it is.”
“A little side project in our spare time?”
“100 teams?”
“One for each of us…oh, I think I like that. Annual competitions? No, that’s too often. We can have team to team matchups periodically, but getting everyone together at the same time would be problematic. We can station each team out of the sanctums, which will keep people on hand in case of emergencies.”
“I can put one together on Venus easy enough. Think I’ll grab some volunteers on my way back there.”
“Alright, Khan Paul, let’s set this up formal like.”
“I think I liked Admiral better,” he said, blanking his datapad so he could begin filling it with notes as his head likewise filled with ideas. Competition had always been an essential part of their training, yet it had been lacking in any formal format since they’d graduated from their basic training. “Hand to hand, flying, naval, and mechs?”
“Lens will want aquatics too.”
“Not exactly my area of expertise,” Paul said, adding the fifth category. 
“Which will force us to adapt,” Morgan said gleefully.
Paul smiled. “Point. We’re going to need more simulators in the sanctums, and predetermined challenges for the hand to hand…”
From there on the two Archons went on a nonstop planning binge for the entire trip back to Atlantis, then spent another three hours together setting up the logistics of their first ‘Clans,’ with Paul choosing the name Saber and Morgan electing to tag her already existing group Clan Ninja Monkey.
Paul bust out laughing when she told him that, but after a stiff forearm to the chest and a moment to think about it he admitted it was a good choice, even if it was a bit humorous. Then again, his Clan Saber moniker might also elicit some laughs when they saw that their symbol was going to be three crossed lightsaber blades.
He knew that those two names, as well as a host of other things they’d incorporated into their plans were going to spark a friendly, but intense internal war between the trailblazers…and he was eager to get a head start on the rest of them. 
  
When Morgan and him finally split up Paul didn’t hop the first flight back to Venus, instead he headed across the ocean floor to their main sanctum that held more than 5,000 Archons in various stages of training. Given that Morgan had already chosen her core group, but had done so on the basis of a strike team, that meant the best flyers, mech pilots, naval commanders, and the limited aquatics specialists were as of yet unclaimed.
Grinning from ear to ear Paul started sorting through their rosters, selecting the ones he wanted. The naval officers were easy to choose, given that he’d trained them all…but to be fair he didn’t snag all the top talent, picking two he knew were among the best then selecting a few younger Archons that showed good potential, giving him 5 there. 
Then he went and selected 8 pilots, choosing them based on their attitudes as much as their training scores. A few had field experience, which was a plus, but he was more interested in choosing individuals that would fit into this overall plan for Clan Saber. With those he wanted added to his roster he went through the much harder task of choosing aquatics specialists. 
Lens had the best ones working with him in the field, so there weren’t many stationed in the sanctum for Paul to scoop up and take back with him to Venus before the others had a chance to object, so he had to pick through what limited scores were available. Only 58 individuals even had an aquatics ranking, so Paul picked two of them and was looking for a third when an epiphany struck him. 
He pulled up the files on all of Lens’s people, then started to stereotype them as much as he could, looking for trends in their other scores and eventually getting some partial results after two hours of study. Taking those, he selected 9 individuals he thought could be trained into the aquatics discipline by the experienced pair…and himself once he brushed up on Lens’ field notes.
Next he chose 6 solid hand to hand specialists, followed by 10 mech pilots. That left him 9 slots to fill, choosing highly skilled multi-taskers that had displayed an ability to adapt well. That gave him the core 50 he and Morgan had agreed upon, with the balance of the remaining Archons either to be assigned after the core teams had been formed or left unassigned for field work or additional training, which all new graduating classes would be shunted into.
43 of his 49 fellow Sabers were currently in the ocean floor sanctum, with the others already on Venus or deployed elsewhere off planet, which he would divert back to the Venus sanctum as soon as their current assignments allowed for it. Before Morgan or anyone else could stop him, he rounded up all of his new Clan and pulled rank, assigning a Cougar in low Earth orbit to come pick them up and carry them out to the high orbit starport. From there they would catch a inter-planetary starship out to Venus…which Paul had just given orders to delay its departure and wait for them to come out. 
Being the unofficial fleet commander did have its privileges, after all.
Roger and Liam probably would have done the same thing, but they were still playing back in the pyramid and had no clue what was going on, and Paul was going to stick it to them while he had the advantage. 
While his new recruits were packing he had a load of simulator equipment collected from Atlantis’s stores, extra sparring gear, and 14 support staff with trainer credentials, including one cranky old miser by the name of Jenkins that insisted on bringing his wife and kids along, wanting to have relocated to another planet for some time but never truly feeling comfortable leaving Atlantis. Paul had convinced him to come out of ‘retirement’ to help his Clan kick some ass, and that was something that Jenkins simply couldn’t resist. He immediately volunteered and informed his family of the sudden move, eliciting a cheer from his six children, who’d long romanticized living in space.
Paul stopped by to see Davis before he and the others shipped out, informing him of their grand scheme and how he was getting a jump on the others. The Director shook his head approvingly, not the least bit surprised that they’d had another brainstorm that would make the Archon ranks even more efficient and powerful than they already were. 
When Paul laid out the Battletech example they were copying the concept intrigued Davis. He pried him for more information and Paul saw a gleam fill his eye, after which the Director suggested that they take the project one step further and set up Clan infrastructure to accommodate the training groups and give them a greater sense of internal identity. In the case of Venus, they’d add another wing to the sanctum, maybe two if another clan wanted to set up there. 
Paul took the offer happily, knowing that Davis had something else up his sleeve but dismissed the suspicion to the recesses of his mind as he didn’t want to spend any more time in Atlantis than he needed to. Normally he liked visiting the city that he called home, but right now all he could think about was getting back to Venus and start building his new Clan. 
Davis could see the eagerness as well, so he didn’t hold him any longer than necessary. After Paul left his office, the Director put in a call to one of his requisitions officers, asking for any and all material from the now obsolete Battletech franchise that he could track down. 
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