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September 30, 2538
Megatron 1 System
Inner Zone
  
Bo-065 sat in the command chair onboard the Bowser, a Warship-class jumpship leading a fleet of two others and 16 Mammoth-class cargo jumpships through orbit around the black hole that Star Force had affectionately labeled ‘Megatron 1.’ It was the only gravity well in the system, meaning that moving around it to get to their preferred jumpline was taking time as they had to pull on one side of the dense mass as opposed to the center line and that gave them very literal lateral movement as high up as they were.
A slingshot approach was faster, but then they’d have to stall it out on the far side to hit their jumpline anyway, so Bo had ordered the Captain to take it nice and slow as they monitored the traffic as best they could. Sensor signals traveling in near the black hole got funky with the event horizon completely shutting off anything from inside and slowing those reflections near it to worthlessness, making the area around the EH a sensor blind spot.
The Telaris sensors the Bowser was using reduced that blind spot considerably, but didn’t eliminate it…and they noticed quite a few starships dipping down into the EH and coming back out as they cut close orbital tracks to get to the far side quickly. With proper IDF and gravity drives there was no danger for a ship going in that close, for the black hole’s gravity was their best friend and able to lift them away from the mass at the center almost effortlessly given that only a small energy expenditure was needed to reverse the massive pull into anti-grav to keep the ships in orbit.
The trouble was if there was debris in the area or you ran into another ship, but with Megatron 1 there was nothing left that the black hole hadn’t eaten up and given the size of the thing the chances of ramming another ship passing through, even with the high level of traffic they were seeing now, was low. 
Bo didn’t like low, and preferred ‘no,’ so they were making their way around in an orbital path that still allowed their sensors and beacons to be partially functional. They were declaring their position while scanning for others to avoid collisions as they got closer and closer to one of 3 hot zones.
Those hot zones were the jumpline links to 3 other distant black holes and had traffic coming and going from races that Star Force was mostly unfamiliar with. Everyone seemed to give each other space, not wanting to interact and just going on about their journeys, but the closer the Bowser got to the jumpline the more congested it became…and there were no stoplights to keep everyone organized, more of an impromptu ‘get to the head of the line first’ situation that was more than a bit hectic. 
Then there were the ships coming in on the jumpline. Fortunately most of them were transmitting beacons so their signals arrived ahead of them, hyper-compressed from the speeds they were traveling, but able to be detected if you had your sensors calibrated correctly. That let outgoing ships know where not to be on the jumpline and allowed them to move around with a decent certainty that you weren’t risking your life on the off chance of a collision.
That said, there were some ships popping up with no preceding signal. That worried Bo, but it couldn’t be helped. As his fleet finally moved into position there were seven ships ahead of them on the line that had just jumped into the system at a much higher orbit. The Star Force convoy waited for them to move off, looked for incoming signals and saw they had a gap, then made their slightly staggered jumps off the black hole’s gravity well and accelerated far faster than any traditional jump.
Soon they were out of the system and drifting across the stars towards the black hole on the other end on a trip that would take them better than 2 months. As soon as they were away and on course the small Star Force fleet set themselves into a drift to the right, getting them off the jumpline so to avoid ships coming at them from the other way. Still there was always the possibility of collisions, which was why someone had to be at the helm constantly monitoring for incoming beacons so they could move aside if necessary.
Bo had them taken well off the jumpline to reduce that possibility, then nulled out the drift with tugs on the distant stars to keep them headed in the correct direction. When they got near their destination they’d drift back up to the jumpline and run the traffic gauntlet again, but for the interim it was hopefully going to be a silent, steady trip as the jumpships moved like bullets from one black hole to the next.
The trickiest part past them, Bo left the bridge and headed to the sanctum where he spent most of the next two months training, for there was little else to do while they waited to make the passage.
  
When they eventually arrived at the exiting black hole, which they’d designated as ‘Megatron 2,’ Bo oversaw their deceleration and movement off the jumpline over to a stellar one, bouncing off the black hole with minor power in order to move at a safe speed that could be successfully braked at their destination star, whose gravity well was infinitely smaller.
From there they made another six jumps, hopping from star to star on a path that Yori had trailblazed years ago until they arrived at another black hole, this one much smaller but still producing a gravity well far larger than any star. It was labeled ‘Megatron 5’ and took them another 120 lightyears out to Megatron 6. From there they had to travel star to star until they eventually ended up in the Lothlorien System.
They were still well within the Orion arm, which was approximately 10,000 lightyears wide, but they were the farthest rimward Star Force had yet expanded, more than 1,000 lightyears away from Earth. In contrast, the ADZ border terminated at about 100 lightyears, leaving the Lothlorien System far outside everything that they knew…and knew them.
Which was the point. As invested as Star Force was in the ADZ they also knew that their distant future would probably involve running from the V’kit’no’sat if/when they ever found them. To do that they’d have to have some place to go, and Lothlorien was one small stepping stone out into the true rim of the galaxy where the V’kit’no’sat had no presence or maps. They were in the wilds now, as far as their progenitors were concerned, and the further they got out there the better.
Bo brought his fleet out from the central pair of stars to one of six planets major planets in the system. Three were habitable, in atmosphere only, and there was no other presence within the system. Star Force had mapped out the surrounding area, finding a more or less dead spot on the local starcharts to set up camp and begin terraforming one of the rocky planets by introducing plants onto a world that had none.
Bo could see the first little bits of green on the surface below when they made orbit, clustered around the single city colony that Star Force was in the process of building and to which the supplies he was escorting were going. The warships would be remaining here, save for one that would be taking Yori and the empty cargo ships back as Bo switched places with him and took over control of the planet, named Legolas, as well as all other operations in this small region of space that included multiple mapping missions that were even now ongoing.
Already there was another warship in orbit, along with a few construction projects. The one operational station was a defense platform equipped with a large cleansing beam that was covering the construction of a shipyard and other key infrastructure pieces, for the goal of this colony wasn’t to rely on shipments from the ADZ but to become self-sufficient as most Star Force colonies were. That was even more important in this operation, given that if the ADZ was cut off by an invasion it would have to supply itself and any future colony expansions rimward on its own.
Which was why a trailblazer was needed here at all times. There were too many uncertain factors in play and the delay to get a message back to the ADZ took 7 months one way, making this colony truly on its own. Until it was better developed it had to be watched and grown carefully, so as boring as this sort of thing was Bo knew the importance of it and how it had to succeed in order for them to start further extending the chain out into the rim.
As the cargo transfer began in earnest Bo hopped onboard one of the descending dropships and rode it down to the big city that was all that currently existed in the colony and eventually found Yori waiting for him in the spaceport. The two shared a hug then headed over to the local sanctum as they filled each other in on current events, then began a long series of workouts knowing that the cargo transfer was going to take days to complete.
Catching up on missed time and using the opportunity to press each other in training, the pair of trailblazers worked through some very long sessions taking breaks to tour the infrastructure so Yori could get Bo up to speed on what he’d built since last being in contact. In addition to the obvious stuff on the surface he’d added a considerable amount of subterranean structures, plus various sites around the planet for resource collection, including two new ones on other planets. The material being collected was just beginning to snowball, which would make Bo’s job of continuing the effort much easier now that Yori had done the hard part getting it all up and running.
Coming in the convoy was also an abundance of new personnel, with only a handful transferring back with Yori, giving the colony a new population of 55,000, up from the 42,000 previously. The extra manpower would help greatly, Bo knew, but more would be needed as operations escalated and have to be shipped in with the following convoys. People couldn’t be grown as fast as infrastructure, let alone those with the skillsets required, and that was the major drawback in the self-sufficiency goal. Lothlorien was going to have to grow quite large in order to have enough people to take care of its own needs, and by large he meant in the billions.
That day was far into the future, however, and would be overseen by someone other than Bo. He was taking on a 6 year stint, then would be replaced by another trailblazer or high ranking Archon, based on what the situation was then. Having that fixed endpoint helped him focus on the mission ahead without getting lost in the utter isolation. The mission was temporary and necessary, but after his part in it was completed he’d head back to the ADZ where all the action was at and get back in the flow of things.
In the meantime he was going to do like all the other trailblazers did…focus on his training in his off hours. There were a few other Archons with him that he could spar with but no other strikers, unfortunately. They were too valuable and assigned elsewhere, which meant there was no one around that could even come close to pressing his limits the way Yori was. 
After his fellow trailblazer left Bo set himself to the task of singular workouts and the unique challenge that they posed while overseeing the construction efforts and making a few tweaks to what Yori had been running…and the person to follow Bo would probably do the same. Neither person would care, for they were only here to carry out their part of the operation and what they left behind then became the responsibility of the other, who was right to customize it as they so chose. 
Over the next 6 years the city on the surface grew in size, with Bo adding another two small ones elsewhere on Legolas and a fourth on a neighboring planet to further facilitate the corovon mining operations there. The subsurface expansion that Yori began Bo continued, but not with as much fervor. This colonization wasn’t clandestine, nor meant to be like the circuit worlds were. This was supposed to be a full-fledged colony, complete with economic and diplomatic links to the surrounding area where applicable, so hiding wasn’t the point, though having some infrastructure tucked away that no one knew about was always a plus.
Three years in and the first of those economic ties manifested itself in the form of a trade agreement with a neighboring race that Bo’s mapping expeditions came across. They were a single planet civilization that had yet to achieve interstellar travel, known as the Furrens, who were amicable enough on contact to open up formal relations with. Bo had Star Force build a starport in orbit of their world and start work on a bit more infrastructure there to facilitate the mining/trading of a rare material their planet possessed called Shema. 
Originally it was a compound that Star Force thought had to be synthesized and as a result had never delved into its production heavily, though it was useful in making advanced armor when you didn’t have corovon flakes available. Since it was naturally occurring on the Furren homeworld it was of significant value, not just to Bo’s colony but to Star Force in general, and using his diplomatic skill and experience the trailblazer set up a mutually beneficial relationship between the two…the first of many such local links that would be established with their neighbors in coming years.
The rest of those would be created by others, for by the time Beck-061 came to replace him the Lothlorien colony had yet to meet any other races of note, preferring instead to keep things quiet until their defense fleet grew to decent levels…with Beck bringing an additional two warships with him that would stay behind in the system.
Like Yori before him, Bo relished the opportunity to get a few days of training in with Beck, a fellow 6, before heading back across the stars and through the two black hole jumplines leading a much larger and empty train of cargo ships…save for the Shema crates they carried. It wasn’t much at all compared to the size of their holds, but he knew the techs in Sol would like to get their hands on it and he was interest in seeing what armor modifications they could make with an ample supply.
As his single warship and cargo ships made their way back into the ADZ they passed through the first Star Force system on their journey, getting a news update that Bo tore through eagerly. It was dated, due to the lag involved in the relay network, but it was ‘fresh’ by Star Force standards and the trailblazer felt good knowing that he was back on the grid and no longer having to rely on courier ships to bring or send news.
Updated reports on the lizard fronts indicated they were still at it, probing here and there and trying to find a weakness or go around to get closer to the zone to decrease the length of their supply lines. As it was they couldn’t launch a major invasion past the border worlds without having their convoys picked apart by the Hycre. There were just too many systems to go through and the navally dominant race was using that to their advantage when they knew where the lizards were going to be.
So the lizards were trying to make a trail of ‘safe’ systems into the ADZ, much as Star Force was doing heading out to the rim, so they could protect their convoys with system defense fleets rather than sending them through an abundance of ‘empty’ systems where they could be jumped. 
But Star Force wasn’t going to allow that, and kept hitting and pushing back the lizard front away from the ADZ boundary creating a sort of neutral zone that saw an enormous amount of fighting whenever the lizards tried to put down roots there, let alone try and sneak past the lines and plant one inside the ADZ. 
Content that everything was still under control there Bo skimmed through a lot of other entries, getting a feel for what was going on until he came across a message for the trailblazers only. It was an invite to return to Earth and assist with a new training element…and it was co-signed by both Paul and Jason.
That piqued his interest, for the last he knew the pair were lightyears apart. If they’d gotten together on a new training project then he definitely wanted to know what was up, and given that he didn’t have a new assignment as of yet he could at least pop in and see what was going on while he chose one. 
It took another month or so to get back to Outreach and transit into the Core Zone, eventually arriving at Earth on a cargo ship since he’d left his warship with Steve who needed it more than he did. Bo found out that the little training summit was being held in Atlantis rather than the pyramid, which he also found odd, as well as the fact that some 13 other trailblazers had also arrived before him, with him bringing the count up to 16 in total…which was a very rare occurrence for so many to be in the same place at the same time.
Whatever was going on was big, and he hurried out of the dropship and through the surface spaceport down into the city and straight to the training areas to find out what, not even bothering to stop off and deposit his duffle in temporary quarters on the way. 
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May 31, 2546
Solar System
Earth
  
When Bo tracked down the others he found them…all of them on blood gulch, bumping out the trainees that otherwise would have been using the training course as they had a 10 vs 10 match going on with the old school stinger rifles and light, flex armor. It was too late for Bo to join, unfortunately, so he laid his duffle down in one of the observation galleries and watched them from above and on the various monitors. The combat course was huge, making seeing everything difficult, and the hidden cameras helped to highlight some of the close-in action.
Bo wasn’t the only one there. A handful of random personnel were in the same gallery as him, most of whom didn’t even notice him arrive until they glanced over and saw his white with black stripe striker uniform, but they didn’t ask questions, merely giving him a little more space and continuing to watch the others go at it below. 
The non-trailblazers in the match were high ranking second gen and, Bo couldn’t believe his eyes, even Vermaire was out there. At first he thought he was imagining things and it was just another Knight, but the way he took to the battle with a single sword only and moved with speed equal or greater to the trailblazers said it was definitely him…despite the fact that he wore the same pale white flex armor that the others did. Bo still couldn’t help but to expect the black armor that he was famous for, but there was no mistaking his skill…meaning they’d somehow recruited him for this match.
That was odd, for he was the one that constantly interrupted their old matches to beat them down randomly. Whatever Paul and Jason had going here was looking even more interesting.
The game was capture the flag, with the stunned individuals eventually coming out of their coma through what Bo guessed was respawning armor. Like what the Black Knight originally wore, the material in their flex armor probably had elements that would soak the stun energy out of their bodies after a matter of time, bringing them back into the game eventually. With the emphasis on getting to the opposing bunker and claiming their prize, how many times you went down didn’t really matter. Bo could already see several individuals covered in paint splatters, attesting to a somewhat lengthy ongoing match even before Bo looked at the clock display and saw that they’d just passed the two hour mark.
He suppressed a whistle. That meant both sides had to be very evenly matched…which made him want to get down there and into the fight even more. After taking another couple minutes to watch the action he’d had enough and left the platform, taking his duffle with him out the door then jogging down to the equipment room. His presence might off balance the match, but after two hours that would probably be a welcome change. If not he didn’t care, they got to see each other so rarely he would take the chance of being rude if only to get the surprise drop on one or two of them.
Bo pulled out a flex armor suit from the various sizes available and quickly got dressed, hitting the armory before running over to the entrance doors and inputting an override code to get them to open during the match. Without announcing his presence or logging into the scorekeeping software he went inside, closing the doors behind him, then disappeared off into the terrain carrying the stinger rifle that had made up such a large part of his life but had since been replaced by the pure stun rifle. 
Bo kept to cover as much as he could, not wanting the others to know he was here just yet. He moved off into the trees while avoiding the large open area in the center that was scattered with boulders and dry streams that separated the distant bunkers where the ‘flags’ rested. It was actually just a finish pedestal with a button press, but a holographic flag marked the location inside of each. Getting there was the problem.
He thought about making a sneak run against one of them, but that would have been a bit too cheating…well, maybe not, but that’s not how he wanted to handle this. He had a golden opportunity here and wanted to take advantage of it. There were two teams, with one being made up mostly of 2s. Paul and Jason led it, but Emily, Jace, and Ivan were also there, with the other half being made up of Sara-012, Kiran-011, Riona, and two other second gen. 
The other team was led by Greg and had a mix of trailblazers from different teams, second gen, and Vermaire…though in truth he kind of counted as more than one. And all things being equal, Bo still saw him as the terror that he’d been to them as trainees so he opted to throw in with the expanded 2s. 
To that end he established a telepathic link to Jason, who was the closest, and sent him a private message.
Olly olly oxen free, he told him along with a location ping.
Bo? Where did you come from? Jason answered back, taking cover behind one of the boulders just in from the trees while he got the heads up as to what was going on.
Just got back and felt like joining in. No one knows I’m down here yet, and I’m throwing in with you guys. Where do you want me?
You armed?
Of course.
Jason smiled, quickly having a side conversation with Paul. Pay your respects to the Black Knight, he said, sending Bo a telepathic location ping. He’s giving Emily and Riona a lot of trouble.
With pleasure, he said, running off through the trees to eventually come out near his team’s bunker, swinging around behind it and coming up the far side to stay out of sight. Crossing through the middle would have alerted the others to his presence and he didn’t want to ruin the surprise so he took the long way around…and just happened to spot Greg out of the corner of his eye.
All of them were running with telepathy screens, making it all but impossible to sense someone coming unless you were focusing on a specific area. Bo was lucky he spotted Greg first, because his fellow trailblazer had no clue whatsoever that he was on his outside, probably focusing his Ikrid on the nearby bunker to try and pick up a location trace of those guarding it.
Bo jumped out from behind a chunk of ground with a small ledge that had been hiding him and peppered Greg’s back with stinger shots. Blue splatters covered him and he dropped face first to the ground, his rifle flying from his hands as he fell unconscious. Bo ran over to him and flipped him face up so he could breathe easier, then tapped him on the chest despite the fact that he couldn’t see or hear him. 
“You never did learn to mind your surroundings,” he whispered before heading back into cover and moving along the irregular wall and into the small forest on the far side, at the end of which he felt Vermaire. At the moment he wasn’t blocking his mental presence, and Bo wondered if that was because he wasn’t good at it or he was just being cocky…with him settling on the latter. 
As Bo got close he felt a battlemeld prompt and accepted it, suddenly linking up with both Emily and Riona and knowing exactly where they were and what they were thinking. Without even having to talk he knew what he needed to do and darted from one tree to another as they distracted the Black Knight away from the chamber’s edge, giving him a narrow corridor of approach. 
When he got close enough Emily and Riona jumped out of their cover and went hand to hand with the Knight, Emily pumping round after round at him and making him juke to the side while Riona came up and blocked a sword swing with a briefly-lived bioshield. A kick to her chest a moment later broke through it and knocked her back, then as Vermaire took after her with intent to jab Bo came up from behind him and fired twice into his back.
To his surprise the Black Knight ducked beneath both, then he belated realized the big guy must have been focusing on his Pefbar to sense the immediate area around him. Abandoning Riona for the moment he ran behind a tree and disappeared from view…though Bo still had him on Pefbar and chased after him. 
Riona got up and flanked Bo two steps back as both sprinted ahead, trying to run the menace down. Suddenly, and with far more speed than Bo knew he had, Vermaire reversed course and came back at them, swinging his long sword in an upward flip that caught Bo in the chin and wacked his head to the side, simultaneously delivering a bit of stun energy…not enough to knock him out but giving him the wobbles as he tried to remain standing. 
With one opponent temporarily disabled Vermaire took a punch from Riona, who tried to swing her rifle up behind it with the other arm and deliver a point blank salvo into the man’s crotch as she ducked beneath his reflexive sword slash, but a light telekinetic shove moved her barrel off target and she fired through his legs. Next thing Bo knew she was on the ground covered by a bioshield as he tried to kick her, then as the trailblazer brought his own rifle up to bear on him Vermaire was lit up from behind as Emily got the drop on the mass of muscle.
“Umph!” Riona said as he fell on top of her and popped what was left of her shield. It took a moment for her to roll him off, then Bo offered her a hand, pulling the striker to her feet. 
Battlemeld-linked as they were there was no need for discussion. Bo put another six shots into the Black Knight while Riona volunteered to stay put and keep shooting his unconscious body in order to keep him down. That way they’d have a 10 vs 9 without the big guy in the mix.
The two trailblazers moved out, and within the next 18 minutes Ivan finally got to the flag and won the match for them.
  
In the equipment room afterwards Greg came up and lightly punched Bo in the back as he was pulling his shirt off and had it over his head. 
“Ow…hey.”
“That was so cheating,” Greg said with a smile on his face.
Bo finally got his shirt off and tossed it on the bench with the armor that he’d already removed. He turned around, with Greg’s levity fading. “Where did you get that?”
Bo rubbed the nasty welt on his chest, checking to see if it had gotten any worse. “A few days ago. I was helping with some repairs on the cargo ship I hitched a ride on and got skewered with a piece of frag when an overload blew out a console. I thought it was mostly healed up, but I felt something pop out there,” he said, still examining it. “Doesn’t look like the skin broke though.”
“Go find yourself a regenerator.”
“Yeah, I know. Just got back though and haven’t had time. So,” he said, picking up his shirt and heading towards one of the personal compartments lining the walls to catch a shower, which was where most of the others were right now or headed there after removing their armor, “what’s the big occasion? The dynamic duo didn’t say in their message.”
“A lot of training projects, or rather attempts. We need as many of us here as we can get to try and get a handle on them, so I’m glad you showed up. Just wish it would have been an hour later.”
“Ah, suck it up. Not the first time you’ve lost.”
“Was it you that got me in the back earlier?”
Bo smiled. “Hadn’t planned that, but you walked right by me and I couldn’t resist.”
“Figures,” Greg said, planting his hands on his hips as the both stopped outside one of the empty stations. “I couldn’t sense you at all.”
“Just like the old days.”
“Yeah, but I could find all the others when they were close by. You I completely missed.”
“You weren’t looking for me,” Bo pointed out.
“I was looking for trouble and missed you completely.”
“Pefbar?”
“I don’t know. All I remember is getting jumped. Makes me a little nervous if the Zen’zat can do that too. I think I’m starting to rely on my Ikrid radar a bit too much.”
“Something to think about.”
Greg nodded. “Catch you later.”
Bo let him go and entered the personal bathroom/shower chamber and got cleaned up, grabbing a new casual uniform without ID stripes and wearing it back to his quarters…which he found out were the originals they’d had in Atlantis when they’d just finished trainee graduation. It was odd that they were going there, but also a bit refreshing as the 16 of them met up for some old school Halo tournaments using the original gaming equipment that was still lining the lounge. 
They spent several hours there, fanning the old competitive flames and relearning how to work the controls and eventually chitchatting until late at night when Paul finally pulled him aside as the others headed off to bed or for a late night snack or workout.
“Ok spill,” Bo said, with both of them sitting down on stools in the lounge along a counter with various freshly stocked ambrosia foodstuffs. 
“I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, but Jason and I are getting close to identifying some triggers. We both have Pren now, and six of the others have gotten it since they got here and have been training with us. We’ve gotten them close and they made the leap on their own, but with a few more ascensions we might be able to pin it down, and if we can do that…”
“…we can start sharing it with the twin link knockoff.”
Paul nodded. “We’re also working on a lot of other things that just require us here together as a group. Using the training holo in the pyramid we know we’re pretty much on par with most of the Zen’zat, or, well, on par with the masses. Their elite are still beyond us, as you know well, but our scores are starting to match up with their line troops.”
“Actually I haven’t used it much, like maybe four or five times, and nothing recently.”
“Might want to swing by and check it out. I’ve been doing so a lot and its sobering. We’re not behind them anymore but we’re still going to get our asses kicked if they come back and throw even a low level elite at us.”
“So what are you working on to fix that?”
“No magic bullet,” Paul said, dismissing the idea of an easy fix, “but some potential reworking of our structure going forward. We’ve got the battlemeld and they don’t, but we’re not using it much.”
“We’re not?”
Paul inclined his head in a ‘really’ gesture. “How much training have you done with it recently?”
“None, but I’ve been out in Lothlorien for the past 6 years.”
“My point exactly. We’re still going out on solo missions, and while we can train pretty well doing that, working the battlemeld requires another…and one at or near our level.”
“You think we should start pairing up for assignments? Kind of a logistical waste.”
“Won’t matter if we get our asses kicked by the V’kit’no’sat.”
“Always that…” Bo said, starting to feel a similar frustration. 
“Jason and I have been discussing this for several years now, and we’ve been running it by some of the others when we’ve had a chance to meet face to face. Morgan doesn’t see the need, but she likes doing the lone ranger thing anyway.”
“Big shock there.”
“Yeah, well, we’ve been training pretty hard here with the battlemeld, especially in groups of 3 or more. Takes on an entirely different dynamic, especially when we use it for more than coordination. Those are our strengths that the V’kit’no’sat hopefully haven’t discovered yet. We need to really go all in there and we haven’t been.”
Bo considered that. “With the second gen not sucking as much as they used to, we could pull back a bit from our current duties and let them handle them…the straightforward ones I mean. We’d still have to troubleshoot.”
“I don’t want to go that far,” Paul cautioned. “The ADZ isn’t exactly buttoned up yet, but if we start deploying to some of the frontiers in pairs it will give us a training partner for the battlemeld.”
“Not to mention a decent sparring partner.”
“Exactly.”
Bo looked at him closely. “Does this have something to do with the brats?”
Paul sighed. “They’ve averaged 1.9 over the past decade.”
“Holy crap,” Bo said, noting that was a faster rate of advancement than most of them had had at that point in their training. It might even have been faster than Morgan, come to think of it. Any Archon that managed 1 level per year was moving along considerably fast, but to go up 19 levels in 10 years was really cooking, especially for an acolyte.
“Yeah, I know they’re not that good, but they do everything together and there has got to be some unseen advantage to that, twin link aside.”
“And you want us back together to try and see if we get our old mojo back?”
Paul smiled. “Well put.”
Bo stood up. “I’m game. A good night’s sleep and a little quality time with the regenerator tomorrow morning and I’ll be good to go. I don’t know why, after all these years, but playing multiplayer Halo still wears me out.”
“Show me,” Paul said, staring at his chest.
Bo rolled up his shirt and showed him the mark on his chest.
“How close was that to hitting your heart?”
“2.3 inches.”
“Oh, well that’s nothing then,” Paul scoffed. “Just a beauty mark.”
“Still, it’ll be nice when we can start building our own regenerators. Healing patches just don’t get the job done.”
“I’ll be sure to kick Stark in the butt next time I see him.”
“Do that,” Bo said, walking off. “Night.”
“Night,” Paul offered, spying the video games that everyone else had abandoned. He grabbed an ambrosia cookie and headed over to the couch, intending to get a little Mario Kart action in before bed. 
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June 25, 2546
Achkor System (Skarron territory)
Zenniza
  
Morgan ran through the tall grasses in the night, heading for a position marked on her battlemap and arriving a few minutes after ducking down and wrapping her dark blue armor up in an impromptu blanket as a trio of Skarron fighters passed overhead. Once they were gone she got to the virtual marker and dug around through the grass until she found the tiny Star Force hatch buried underneath, through which she climbed after carefully pulling the grass back over top like a small hut to keep it from being visible from above.
A few meters down and Morgan found herself in a one person-wide walkway that she’d dug out on previous missions to Zenniza with the help of some robotic drones. The tunnel had been reinforced by compressed dirt bricks they created, likewise eating up the excess soil so it wouldn’t have to be discarded aboveground. Morgan kept her elbows tucked in so she didn’t hit the walls and jogged down the long tunnel, crossing underneath the barren strips of land that surrounded the Skarron city and into the substructure.
She came out in one of the Hobbit zones, with the entry hatch hidden behind a large, heavy crate. Morgan scanned the area with her Ikrid and Pefbar, having to wait nearly half an hour before it was clear, then she opened the hatch, pulling the door inward and putting her shoulder to the crate. With her own strength being what it was it wasn’t hard to dislodge and soon she had a half meter gap that she slid out the side from, leaving her in a maintenance/storage area too small for the Skarrons to enter. She pushed the crate back in place then moved off on her recruiting mission.
This facility was part of the Hobbit habitation zone, meaning the Engineers rarely came here unless something broke down. There were, however, thousands of the squat infantry in the area and she had to be careful to move around undetected…with which Ikrid helped out immensely. Using several Jedi mind tricks she walked past a number of Hobbits without them hearing or seeing her, or more accurately not noticing that they did, allowing her some limited freedom of movement around what had become her prime recruitment zone.
From information given to her by the Hobbit turncoats she knew the layout and the politics of the Aronsic community on the planet, as well as how to find those who didn’t hold to the Skarrons’ authority over them. Threat of death for insubordination only worked so much, and there were always dissenters making themselves known through tiny acts of defiance. It was those acts that Morgan was looking for, so she could dive into the minds of those committing them and check as to their suitability for evac.
One of those defiant activities was disappearing for a few minutes or hours when they were supposed to be contained to their barracks during downtime. They weren’t allowed to roam around, but some did manage to do so by going through sections of the facility that were dark to surveillance. Morgan had gotten a map of those areas and the routes used to access them long ago, but by now had the area layout down to memory, allowing her to make decent speed over to one of the secret hideouts. 
When she got nearby she scanned ahead, finding four minds…that were in the process of mating. Deciding not to interrupt that she moved to another area, then another, and finally a third of the local hotspots until she found what she wanted…a group airing complaints while snacking on stolen rations.
Morgan had also learned that the food supply was strictly maintained, with no excess allowed. Hobbits often scavenged food from their conquests to sate their hunger, and these three had apparently managed to rip off one of the local food stores…and that definitely qualified as defiance. 
Morgan didn’t just walk in on them and introduce herself, rather she linked to their minds and monitored their thoughts. Eventually she steered them and the conversation in the direction she wanted, with them finally admitting to each other that they didn’t want to be here anymore and wanted a way out.
The level 6 Mage froze them in place before she entered, crawling in through a vent that barely fit her armor and coming out amongst the three statues. She sat down next to them and gradually released their senses and heads, allowing them to turn and look at her but otherwise not move.
“Calm yourself,” she said in the Skarron language. “I’m here to take you away. The Free Aronsic welcome you,” she said as she extended her hand out and produced a tiny holographic emitter. It activated and played a message from an Aronsic that had already joined Star Force, addressing many Hobbit issues and complaints, with Morgan sensing the speech hitting home despite the fear surging through the three of them. 
It went on for several minutes, and by the end of it she knew that one of them was going to go with her. The other two not so much. At least not yet.
“If you go you must go now. I will lead you to my ship and take you off this planet. If you wish to remain there will be some chances for you to go later, but I cannot promise when or where. I must operate in secret, and I do not know how long it will be before I am discovered. Have you heard of others disappearing?”
“A few have. We thought they’d been killed,” one of the skeptical ones said timidly, for Morgan was still telekinetically holding his chest in place. 
“We don’t kill your kind unless you attack us,” the trailblazer explained, sensing his concern. “I know this is a lot to take in all at once, but we’re not your enemy. The Skarrons are invading our territory and we will fight them, but we have no quarrel with you until you attack us. If you do so we’ll treat you as the enemy, but many of your kind now live with us, free of the Skarrons. I know it is a great deal to ask, but if you are to come with me it must be now.”
Morgan released her hold on them while intently watching their thoughts. They didn’t move, but were relieved to be free of her magical hold none the less. 
“Come or stay, your choice,” she said, backing up into the vent and crawling out. 
The three Hobbits didn’t say anything for a moment, then began conversing amongst themselves into what became an argument. Eventually one of them followed her, but only one.
“There are really others out there…free?”
“Yes,” Morgan confirmed as she looked down on him from her taller height in the access corridor on the other side of the vent.
“Then I will go.”
“Good,” Morgan said, freezing him in place while she crawled back inside and moved into the hideout where the other two were chatting rapidly. The vent was the only way in and out, so before they ran off to tell others or sound an alarm they had to let her leave first. 
Morgan froze both of them as well and finished crawling back inside, pulling her left gauntlet off and exposing her fingertips to the air…then she planted them on one of their heads and concentrated, having to keep all three frozen while she worked on the one, which wasn’t easy to do.
This wasn’t the first time she’d had to wipe memories though, so she quickly found what she wanted to erase and blurred it out of existence before switching over to do the other one. She pulled a double check on both, holding their bodies and minds in a frozen state so they wouldn’t know what was going on, then crawled back out and stood up next to the other Hobbit in approximately the same position she was when she froze it. 
“Follow me,” she said after releasing it. 
The Hobbit blinked a couple of times, momentarily disoriented, but it did as told and Morgan walked off with it in tow, holding the others in check until she got to the limits of her Ikrid range. When she released them they didn’t remember her or that their fellow Hobbit had crawled into the hideout with them. After an awkward moment of silence they looked at each other and picked up on their previous conversation, never knowing that one of them was missing or how they’d had a chance to go with him.
Morgan kept a close watch on the thoughts of the one with her, wandering if he was going to back out but to his credit he didn’t waver. The recorded message from the other Aronsic had done the trick, and he stuck very close to her dark blue armor the entire way through the facility, not understanding just how they were sneaking past others that should have seen them.
When they got back to the hidden tunnel Morgan pulled the crate aside and pointed the Hobbit to go in. He hesitated a moment, preferring to follow the Human.
“I’ll be right behind you,” she promised, giving him a little telepathic nudge.
The Hobbit trodded up into the gap and slid inside, with Morgan wedging herself behind the crate then pulling it back as much as she could with her hands…but that still left a noticeable gap. Concentrating hard she telekinetically grabbed it and pulled, wiggling the heavy mass into place flush against the wall, but taking nearly a full minute to do it, thanks to the amount of weight she was having to tug around.
Once it was back and in place and the chances of someone discovering it back to nearly nothing she nudged the Hobbit on and took him out through the tunnel, eventually coming up into the grasses just before dawn. The night was still pitch black save for the star light, but there were a handful of fighters on patrol that they had to be careful about.  Morgan led him through the grasses, following the waypoints on the battlemap with the Hobbit not having a clue as to where they were going. There was no path or trail to follow, so he just stayed on her heals, fearing for his life if they were caught but desperately wanting to be free of the Skarrons.
Morgan couldn’t move very fast with him, just like the others she’d rescued countless times before, so she set a slow and steady pace and reached their destination well into the morning, arriving at the camouflaged infiltrator and bringing the Hobbit onboard, exhausted and hungry but still able to stay on his feet. 
As soon as he got inside he realized he wasn’t the only one she’d pulled out, for there were four more Aronsic already there, three of which were wearing their normal uniforms but one that was wearing what he guessed was Human clothing. 
Morgan let her assistant take over and headed out again, running back to the tunnel entrance and recruiting another 6 Hobbits over the following day before finally pulling out of their concealed niche and stealthily heading back to orbit. The pilot she had with her got them out through a hole in the orbital grid, bypassing the ships in orbit and on an outbound vector to a jumpline that would take them past several planets in the system to where her warship hid in waiting.
But before they got to that seldom-used jumpline a wave of Skarron ships began jumping in on the stellar entry line. It was a convoy, containing warships and transports, but it didn’t end for more than half an hour. Thousands upon thousands of ships were coming into orbit, and by the time the infiltrator reached its jumppoint they were still coming in, with a sinking feeling manifesting in Morgan’s gut.
“This is…not usual?” the pilot asked in the cockpit as Morgan was seated beside him and the Hobbits were off in the back out of earshot. 
“No,” she said, her armor now off and stowed in back. The Mage crossed her arms over her chest as she continued to watch the waves of ships coming in. “We didn’t expect the lull in attacks to last forever. It looks like they’re finally gearing up for round 2.”
The pilot shook his head. “With as bad as the Nestafar are getting hammered, how in the world do they have enough ships to hit us simultaneously?”
“Their empire is huge, and there’s no telling what their force dispersion and priorities are. We’ve got the Sentinels in place, and they know they can’t take them out easily. They needed more ships to even have a shot at it, and it looks like they’re rising to the challenge.”
“How long do you think we’ve got?”
Morgan shook her head. “I don’t know. This is their forward operating base, but not the closest position. They may reinforce the skirmishes going on first, or come straight for us or the Protovic…or maybe even the Dvapp. There’s no way of telling without reconnaissance.”
“Stay and watch or make the jump now?” he asked.
“Stay a few minutes longer. I’m curious to how many they’re bringing in…at the moment.”
“How many do they need?” he asked, watching the computer tally the incoming numbers as it monitored on passive scans that were picking up the Skarrons’ own reflected signals and beacons.
“A lot,” she said dismissively. “Depends on how they plan to use them.”
“How many before we’re really in trouble?”
Morgan shook her head, but didn’t answer. Both Humans watched and waited for more than 20 minutes, but the streams continued to come in and the fleets formed up into groups that spread out around orbit…including some that were coming in their direction. They didn’t appear to have noticed them yet, but get close enough and their sensors would pick them up, stealth ship or not. Zenniza orbit was getting cluttered, which was going to make it difficult, if not impossible to head back down to the surface to go hunting for more Hobbits. 
“Let’s get going,” Morgan finally said, not wanting to take the chance of being discovered.
“I don’t think we’re going to be able to come back for a while.”
The Archon sighed. “I know. We’ll have to go back to hitting up their outposts.”
“Thought we’d picked them dry?” he asked, making final jump preparations.
“Well,” Morgan said, eyeing the ship counter as it finally crept up past 10,000, “I get the feeling they’re going to get some new blood in soon.”
“Point,” he said, keying the gravity drive and shooting them off away from the planet. The sensor feed went out, leaving them without any intel about how many more ships were coming in.
As soon as they got back to the Tigerzord Morgan headed up to the bridge and got the Captain to get them moving in towards the star. She wanted to sneak back into planetary orbit and have a look at how many ships had arrived, but didn’t want to tip their hand as to having been in the system. Traveling to the star always had that chance, but to date the Skarrons didn’t have any detection platforms set up to monitor traffic, so the only way they’d know that there was a Human jumpship in the system was to have another ship nearby at the time. With quick in and outs it was possible to enter and leave unnoticed, though it was a gamble each time they did so.
Morgan and the Tigerzord had been insystem for more than 9 months plucking out Hobbits to bring back, so the number of trips they were making through stellar orbit wasn’t many and she hoped the Skarrons had no idea they were even here, but there was no way of knowing for sure. Dropping into planetary orbit, even the extreme high orbits that their binary drives were capable of placing them in, would be like waving to the enemy. The infiltrator was small enough to sneak around, but a jumpship was another matter entirely.
None of that mattered when they got to the star anyway. It had been several hours since the infiltrator had left planetary orbit and Morgan assumed the incoming Skarron convoy had completed arrival…but it hadn’t. What she saw on the sensor display was like a kick to the gut by the Black Knight.
There were ships still coming in from outside the system, visible as tiny specs on the sensors along a specific jumpline some 58 degrees around from their current position, and a HUGE pool of ships around the star gradually transitioning over to the jumpline to the planet. The computer tagged in excess of 270,000 and there was no way of knowing how many more had already parked in planetary orbit or were still to come from deeper inside Skarron territory.
There was no way they weren’t going to be spotted, so time was of the essence. There would be no more Hobbit fetching from here. She had to get back to the ADZ to warn the others immediately for this was no mere reinforcement. The Skarrons were going to drop the heavy end of the hammer on them…and even now she still didn’t know just how large that hammer was going to be.
“Get us out of here,” she ordered the Captain, sitting back in her command chair and beginning to run the naval numbers through her head versus their various defense positions along the border.
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Bo stood in the middle of the ring, his body stationary but his mind ablaze with telekinetic control signals. All around him thuds were coming in and he was having to block them with short-lived grips, then drop and move on to another. Add in the random Fornax twitches that Paul and Jason were hitting him with to disrupt his focus and you had one headache of a training drill…but Archons liked challenges and this one had a very specific purpose.
They were trying to get Bo the Pren ability, which was a power upgrade to Pefbar/Lachka. In order to get him into the desired zone for it to occur they had to overload his Lachka skills, as they had done with the others and hope that they hit on the trigger. They still didn’t know exactly what it was but had narrowed it down considerably. It had taken Jason 3 weeks to get it, Paul 2.5, and the others above and below them, with Emily finding it the quickest once she arrived after only 3 days of trying. That said, she’d been the most recent to arrive aside from Bo and had the benefit of the others’ experience…but it didn’t seem to be helping him.
He’d been at it now for several weeks and Paul and Jason’s response to that was to up the intensity even further, pushing him to the ascension point, in theory, but so far nothing had happened aside from him getting pelted with thuds from the surrounding walls. He was blocking a lot of them, but every time one got by it hit him with such force that it knocked his mental balance off. The trailblazer was having to constantly reset while trying to minimize the disruptions when they happened…for his two friends were making sure they did regularly.
Right now the walls were chucking out some 12 thuds per second. Some simultaneously, others staggered. The pattern was random and kept Bo guessing, with him having to relent and just take them as they came, for he couldn’t get into much of a rhythm. Already he had some small welts from repeated hits and was trying to cover certain angles more than others…such as those headed for the face, neck, and crotch. 
He lost himself in the effort…that was the only way he could hope to keep up, and he had to remain still, for if he stepped outside the small circle around his feet it would be an immediate disqualification. That had happened several times already, thanks to the blindsiding of the Fornax blasts, but lately he’d been managing to stay on his feet when they hit and the next one was no exception.
Paul hit him with one from the left where he sat against the wall underneath the thud shooters, causing Bo to lose his balance for a microsecond but he didn’t have to take a step to recover. A twitch in his hips was enough and he was back on center, but he missed swatting down two thuds and they hit him in the back and lower right leg. He accepted two more hits to his right side as he concentrated and held one coming in at his head a split second longer than normal…enough to throw it to his left and hit Paul.
His fellow trailblazer caught it a foot in front of his face and tossed it aside with a smile, then tossed another mild Fornax blast his way. Paul knew they had to keep pressing him in order to find the trigger, for most of the ascensions that he’d studied the data from occurred during some form of overload. 
Power comes in response to a need, not a desire, he remembered Goku saying, and as far as psionics were concerned that appeared to hold true. Trouble was they still didn’t know exactly where and how to push, but with every ascension that occurred they got more data. Bo was wearing the monitoring headband that Jason and Paul were also sporting, though at the moment they were just sitting and ‘watching’ while Bo was the one working up a good sweat, despite the fact that he was barely moving.
Paul sent another three Fornax blasts his way, all low intensity until Jason threw a big one at him. That sent him forward a step, just inside the boundary of the circle with Paul cringing. They needed Bo processing heavily to trigger the ascension, and every big stumble he took was going to interfere with that and essentially give him a momentary mental break. With 11 thuds hitting him in succession as he stabilized his stumble Paul was about to complain to Jason when Bo went the other direction, dropping to a knee and getting pelted by everything coming in.
Jason flicked the stop button on the far panel telekinetically as he frowned. “Bo?”
“Got some instability,” he said, focusing on it and dropped his second knee down and sitting back on his heels. 
“About time,” Paul said, getting to his feet and trying to get a read on his mind. “Say something if you need help.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” Bo said as the little monitor icons on his headband began to tick up into the red. Before long they started flashing and Bo physically yelled a good imitation of a DBZ powerup as Paul felt the change occur within him. Tissue flash grew as his mind appeared to explode, dulling the other trailblazers’ limited connection to him…then after a few seconds it began to recede as the last bits finished their growth and stabilized.
“Damn that hurt,” Bo said, holding his head and sagging backwards even further onto his heels, with them pressing up into his butt. “Still hurts, actually. Feels like I pulled something.”
Jason and Paul exchanged glances. “It wasn’t that bad for us.”
“Do you mind?” Jason asked, walking up to him and putting a hand on his head.
“Help yourself…I’m still picking up the grenade pieces.”
Jason linked in and began searching through his mind, particularly the physical structure, and blinked in surprise. “Ah, I don’t know what you ascended to, but it isn’t Pren or anything else we’ve got yet. The tissue is in the wrong place.”
“You sure?” Bo asked, still wincing.
“Positive,” Jason said as Paul came up and put a hand on the other side of Bo’s head, with Jason mentally directing him to the new growth.
“Damn that’s big,” Paul said, seeing a spider-like network of tendrils where there should be none…and they were all mentally afire with activity typical of recent flash growth.
“That’s what she…ah hell, I can’t even make a joke,” Bo said, leaning forward and curling up into a ball as he sat on his legs with the pain swelling again.
“I’m not joking, you have a huge new growth,” Paul pointed out. “And Jason’s right, I’ve never seen this one before.”
“Shoot me now,” Bo moaned.
“Suck it up, cupcake,” Jason said half serious, for he’d been through worse back when their abilities were first manifesting.
“Yeah, you’re all heart, Jason.”
“And focus on slipping into Sesspik,” he added. 
Bo made an exasperated sound. “I can’t even think straight,” he said, trying to steady himself enough to get into a healing trance, which hadn’t even occurred to him to try.
“Hold onto this,” Paul said, creating a telepathic hard point for Bo to hold onto. When he mentally grasped it the blurriness that came along with the pain reduced somewhat, but his head was still awash with disorientation. Paul felt his mind begin to settle a bit, but whether he got into Sesspik or not he couldn’t say, for his current state was so erratic that even Paul was having a hard time reading him without exposing himself to the same pain. 
“Thanks,” Bo said, not moving so much as a muscle as he tried to bleed off the fragmentation, getting just a hint of coolness as the Sesspik activated. 
“Wait a sec,” Jason said, not believing what he thought he was seeing.
“What?” Paul asked, sensing something important.
“Stay with him. I’ll be back,” Jason said, letting go of Bo’s head and hurrying out.
“What?!” Paul asked.
“Not sure yet. I’ll let you know,” he said, leaving the other two trailblazers behind and trying to keep a mental picture of Bo’s new tissue intact without it warping…too much. He ran through the corridors until he found the closest room with a computer terminal, politely kicking aside the trainer who was using it and logged him out. Pulling up a special prompt he accessed Atlantis’s online database of V’kit’no’sat translated information and dug into the psionics files. 
He skipped over the tier 2 abilities and brought up the 3 known tier 3s, though by this point they knew there were actually 8…but without any files on the other five. 
The three were Jumat, Beynat, and Sav. He knew it wasn’t Jumat, for he’d studied those files closely after what happened to Morgan, but he thought one of the other two might be the case. That spider-like tissue pattern caught in his memory and he dug up the files on the physical growths of the other two…with Sav coming up with an almost exact match.
Jason double checked to be sure, comparing the image still in his head with the basic construction of the Sav psionic, and after several minutes of not believing his eyes he logged out of the terminal and headed back to the training area…finding Bo sitting up but still sprawled out on the mat with Paul’s hand on his head trying to help stabilize him.
“Alright you space monkey,” Jason said, shaking his head as he walked over to and knelt down next to Bo. “Look at me.”
Bo tilted his head up and unclenched his eyes…with Paul and Jason now seeing that they’d changed in color to an eerie twinkling gray.
“You just skipped tier 2 and joined Morgan’s exclusive club.”
Paul’s eyes widened. “He got Jumat?”
“No, he got Sav…I think. The tissue looks almost identical.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Paul said, looking from one to the other. 
Jason smirked. “Jealous?”
“Very,” he said, actually a little ticked.
“Remind the pain-stricken one what Sav does?” Bo said, his eyes watery. 
“It’s the multi-tasking upgrade,” Paul said, still miffed. As far as naval was concerned that was the holy grail of all psionics. “If you’ve really got it then you should be able to utilize different psionics simultaneously.”
“Processing power upgrade?” Bo asked, vaguely remembering reading that file.
“As well as being able to control more drones,” Jason added. “Which is why Paul really hates you right now.”
Bo laughed, but that hurt his head even more. “Wanna trade?”
“Just think of what this will do for your naval scores,” Jason prodded, with some amusement. “You’ll be able to remote control entire ships down to every available system…if not fleets. You might even come close to matching him.”
“Shut up,” Paul said, looking down at Bo. “It’ll do a lot more than that. If I remember correctly it’s not psionic specific and essentially acts like a second brain, focus wise at least.”
“Like what I needed to keep track of all the thuds,” Bo pointed out.
“We need to take a close look at those files,” Paul insisted. “Not sure how we’re going to confirm this one while his head is fragged.”
“I’m serious,” Bo reiterated. “You got bioshields and I got a bigger brain. Trade?”
“Actually I want both,” Paul answered honestly.
“You’re no fun,” Bo said. “Jason, any advice? This feels a lot like what you described.”
“You think it misgrew?” he asked, his merriment now gone.
“I don’t know, but it’s bad.”
“Something caused you to skip a tier…though that might not be quite accurate,” Paul said, thinking. “Regardless, we’re not supposed to access the third tier until we’re much more advanced, or so the Zen’zat say. This might be some sort of glitch or malfunction.”
“So don’t even think about undoing it,” Jason said firmly.
“I’m not hurting that much,” Bo clarified, “but close.”
“We need to get you under a bigger scanner,” Paul said, glancing at his headband that, as far as the indicator lights were concerned, was registering no lingering instability. “Walk or carry?”
“Is stun an option?” Bo asked, slowly pulling himself to his feet with Jason grabbing his arm to help stabilize him. 
“Come on,” Paul said, leading the way. “Let’s get this figured out.”
  
“Here,” Vortison said to Paul as Bo lay on a bed on the other side of the room under a scanner with Jason by his side monitoring other readouts. “This data you probably never looked at. It’s all statistics relating to the tissue growth process and has never been translated. I just got used to looking at it in V’kit’no’sat because some of their means of recordkeeping don’t have English or Metric equivalents.”
Paul looked at the data, seeing a bunch of mathematical symbols mixed in with various terminology. “What am I looking for?”
“Nothing without the proper context, but basically this outlines how the tissue is supposed to be grown…and in this case the Sav is clearly supposed to occur in various stages. The ‘instability’ that you guys refer to is actually part of the prep work that allows a smoother transition. I’d guess that Bo forced the transfer too quickly, which is why he’s in so much pain now. Same thing for the rest of you. Once the flash growth stops the pain should as well.”
Paul considered that. “I was under the impression that the instability was a hurdle to overcome in order to activate the ascension. I didn’t know it was variable?”
“I can’t say for certain because I’ve never experienced it myself, but I would guess that your tissues want time to adapt in stages. Not entirely sure what that would feel like from your end though…”
“Did his form incorrectly?”
“I would say no, for the most part. Everything appears to be there that should be, it’s just chewed up from the hyper-condensed process. He’s got more than a pound of new tissue in his head. That alone will cause headaches until everything adjusts.”
“I went through that with the bioshield ascension,” Paul reminded him.
“Yes, but that was spread out over your entire body. His tissue is all in one place, more or less if you ignore the tendrils.”
“Cranial pressure?”
“Stabilizing. The V’kit’no’sat did good work when they designed these. My guess is he’ll work it all out in time, he just rushed it and got temporarily fried in the process.”
Paul nodded, taking that as good news despite the fact that meant Bo would be in considerable pain for at least few days, if not more. “Any idea why he went to tier 3?”
Vortison held up a finger as he switched screens, bringing up the data that had been transmitted to the computer just before the ascension occurred.
“I don’t think the tiers are meant to be stepping stones. They’re a level of power or difficulty if you want to think of it that way. Sav has no precursor other than the tier ones, and I think it’s the intensity of your training that triggered it. You know far better than me…what’s your training like compared to what the Zen’zat do?”
Paul hesitated for a moment, for that was a tricky question. “We use a different basic philosophy, but a lot of their training regimens are just as intense, if not more so.”
“Do they have an equivalent to the drill you were running with Bo?”
“Not that I’m aware of. We were actually trying to activate Pren when this happened.”
“Same drills as the others?”
“Exactly the same.”
“Then I would hazard a guess that there was something different in his training leading up to this point. I’d dig into those records, if you have them.”
“I’ll see what I can find,” Paul promised, walking back over to Bo and Jason.
“He’ll be alright,” Jason said confidently. “Not as bad as I was,” he said, tapping the flatscreen display, “but he did get a good rug burn.”
Paul thumbed back over his shoulder towards Vortison. “He thinks we’re pressing the ascensions too fast and that’s the problem. Seems Sav is meant to occur in growth stages. You got it on the first try and as a reward got fried.”
“So we shouldn’t be trying to press?” Bo asked, knowing that flew in the face of everything they’d been working on to this point.
“Oh we’ll press,” Jason confirmed. “There’s just an added bonus if we fail a few times first.”
“Some reward,” Bo said, still in agony.
“Worth it in the long run,” Jason said from his perch atop the pain pedestal…except maybe for Morgan, but hers was a special case. Either way, Archons weren’t going to let a pain barrier stand in their way to accessing the additional psionics…and given how impatient they were, they probably wouldn’t back off much, if any, in probing instabilities when they arose in the future. At least he knew he wouldn’t.
“At least you did this to yourself,” Paul commented, “and there appears to be no structural problems.”
“Good…can I get stunned now?”
“Fastest way to recover is Sesspik,” Vortison commented from a few meters away. 
“And you need to be conscious for that,” Jason reminded him unnecessarily.
“Wonderful,” Bo said, moving the scanning equipment aside and slowly standing up. “Sounds like it’s back to my quarters for a nap. Escorts, if you please,” he said, holding up a hand for balance.
Jason took him by the elbow and began to lead him out. “You’re such a wuss.”
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Bo woke up to a jabbing finger in his ribcage, blinking his eyes open mid-dream and coming back to reality in a hazy flash. He sat up in bed, shaking his head out as Jason retracted his arm.
“Ah,” he sighed. “Not again.”
“Afraid so,” Jason said, referencing the fact that Bo had slept through his alarm. Ever since the Sav ascension his sleep patterns had been deeper than normal…so deep in fact he’d arranged it with his fellow trailblazers to come and wake him up if he didn’t signal them over the comms that he was up within 10 minutes of his alarm going off.
Which it now did, on repeat. Bo glanced at the control console on the wall and telekinetically flipped it off, wondering again how he could have slept through the screeching wail…the most annoying sound he could get his hands on, trying to find something that would pierce his doped up state. He put his hands on his head, massaging his forehead that was still carrying a lingering bit of discomfort but the outright pain was gone.
“Meet you in the cafeteria in 20?” Jason asked, heading for the door.
“I’ll be there in 15,” Bo said, heading for the shower. 
The warm water nearly made him doze off again, but he focused on flexing his muscles every now and then to get some tension in his body as he cleaned up. Fortunately shaving was a thing of the past with his now deactivated hair follicles, so after a moderately long shower he pulled on a fresh training uniform and headed out, meeting Jason, Paul, Emily, and Greg at one of the tables for a not so early breakfast. Apparently the others were already out and about, for no Archon ever slept in late…save for losers like him that couldn’t keep it together.
He had thought he was getting better, but it seemed his head was craving sleep. Probably some type of recalibration going on but it was starting to look like this was going to be a normal thing. He told himself that so long as his head hurt a little then he wasn’t done recovering and so not to worry, but very many more of these inadvertent comas and he was going to start to wonder.
He piled up a full plate of carb and sugar-laced foodstuffs and headed over to their table amongst over 300 other people at various stages of breakfast. Most weren’t Archons, but regular Atlantis staff, though they were quite well acquainted to seeing the living legends walking around so not too many people stared.
Bo grabbed a bottle of green on his way and sat down next to Emily, immediately drinking half of the vitamin-laced liquid before tearing into one of several pastries. She glanced over at him, then reached a hand up and put it on his head.
“You’re running hot still?” she asked, not meaning temperature but how his brain was processing.
“Can’t turn it off. All I can manage is a slow idle,” he said before taking another large bite and chewing vigorously.
“Is it eating ambrosia?”
“Thankfully no…” he said with his mouth half full. “But it’s still taking over when I sleep.”
“Have you tried staying awake?”
“Doesn’t help, but yeah. I only got about 6 hours in last night.”
“So you’re physically fried too?”
“Not so much, but if this keeps up I will be. I just hate nodding off before I can’t get all the way asleep. My new processor wants to run its own simulations. The only way I can get it to shut up is to be really tired, then it takes over sometime after my body soaks up the rest it needs.”
“Want some help?”
“I don’t even know what could help…other than letting this play out.”
“We can catch a nap later and I can help nudge you off to sleep. At least give you an hour or so of real rest.”
Bo hesitated, thinking. “Not sure if that will work or not, but it’s worth a shot.”
“About 3 then?”
“That works…I think. Not sure what drills these guys have set up for me today.”
“Still holding your hand?” Greg commented.
Bo glared at him but didn’t say anything, preferring to continue eating. 
“Speaking of which,” Paul added, “they’ve got the new obstacle course ready. I ran through it this morning for a light trial and got my ass kicked pretty easy. I’m curious as to how you’ll stand up.”
“New course?” Greg asked. 
“Designed for me,” Bo answered. “They want to put my multi-tasking abilities into the next dimension so they rigged up something.”
Emily whistled. “Oh, I want to see this.”
“Later,” Jason said. “He needs to get adjusted first. Cheerleaders can wait.”
Emily levitated a bit of the filling out of one of her pastries and sent a glob Jason’s way, but Bo telekinetically intercepted it, freezing the red goo a foot in front of his face and pulling it into tiny pieces that he arranged in a cubical grid, further dividing them down into smaller and smaller segments until it looked like a holographic grid map.
Greg’s jaw dropped when he saw the intricate control he had over his Lachka. “Now that is impressive. How many pieces is that?”
“12 by 12 by 12. Can’t do much more without losing focus.”
“1728?” Greg said after doing the math. “That’s one hell of an upgrade. Most I’ve ever managed was 162, and nowhere near that small.”
“I can see smaller detail now too,” Bo added. “I think my Pefbar was overloading to the point that we can only see as much as we can process and now…”
“How small can you go?” Greg asked. 
The filling collapsed in on itself, returning to a single glob that Bo sent the rest of its way to Jason’s face.
“That small.”
Greg laughed, but Paul just shook his head. “No, look,” he told Greg, pointing to what appeared to be an empty spot of air in between him and Bo. 
Greg focused, then his jaw dropped again when he flicked on his Pefbar and saw a tiny little speck…no, four tiny little specs so small that they were all but invisible with normal eyesight. 
“How in the galaxy are you doing that?”
“Not sure,” Bo admitted. “I just have a finer control of my Lachka.”
“When did this kick in?”
“A couple days ago when I started messing around with stuff.”
“Jealous yet?” Paul asked.
Greg stared at the tiny little pieces, not believing what he thought he was seeing. They were so small it was hard to be sure. “Combat applications? I could see how this would help a tech but…”
“We’re working on it,” Jason said. “Right now it’s about mass coordination. We’re not sure if the microscopic angle is intentional or just a side effect.”
“I don’t think the database mentioned anything about it,” Emily said, thinking back to what she’d read a few weeks ago.
“It doesn’t,” Bo answered between bites, for he was really shoveling it in trying to make up for lost time. “I’ve been through those files more than these two, and there’s nothing there. All they’ve got is some notes from the few Zen’zat that achieved it, and they cited use in either remote control or particle deflection with Lachka…including a huge power savings versus the wall technique.”
“If you can individually track and catch every piece,” Greg said, following the line of thought.
“Exactly.”
“But you don’t have time for than in the case of an explosion.”
“Actually…he does,” Jason said, glancing over at Greg after a sip from a bottle of blue. “His reaction speeds have increased. Not his physical skills, but his mental processing. Eye hand coordination has gone up as a result, but now it’s his body that’s holding back further upgrades.”
“I can see things before they happen,” Bo said, taking another swig. “Sort of. It feels that way because my senses are a step ahead of my body. They’ve got me running through drills to test that theory and so far my reaction speed is upwards of Mage 73.”
“Holy crap,” Emily said, looking at him again. “And I thought you were just becoming a better chess player.”
“Haven’t actually tried that,” he admitted. “Head is still fried enough that I don’t want to plug into an interface just yet. Need to clean out the debris with drills first.”
Emily raised an eyebrow at Paul. “Can’t believe you’re holding him back on that one.”
“I just want him at full strength before I kick his ass,” he said with a smirk.
“I think we’re going to sell tickets for that one,” Jason commented as he finished his tray. 
“What’s up first today?” Bo asked his two volunteer trainers, starting on another pastry. 
“Light sparring drills then a 5k before we hit the obstacle course.”
“We?”
“I’m doing it to. Jason needs someone to compare you with.”
Jason stood up. “I’ll meet you guys there. Got some sword practice to do first.”
Bo nodded and Jason walked off with his empty tray…while his was still half full.
“Em, what are you up to?” Greg asked.
“Swimming, swimming, and more swimming,” she said, sipping out the last of her bottle of blue. “Endurance day, then I’ll catch a nap with Bo and probably go back for some flexibility drills or sparring afterwards. Depends how dead I am. Wish we’d get the stupid triggers figured out so we can start sharing. I’m really envying those bioshields.”
“Speaking of which, where’s Riona?” Greg asked Paul.
“An early start today. I won’t join her for training until the afternoon.”
“I thought you two were joined at the hip?”
“We are, but had to make room for this guy. Besides, we can’t train bioshield all day every day.”
“I thought you were going for the whole Master and Apprentice thing,” Emily added.
“About that,” Paul said, taking the opportunity while the three of them were here. “I don’t like suggesting this after the fact, but I think we should rework the Mage levels.”
“How?” Greg asked, curious. Paul was top ranked at level 8 now, with Morgan none too happy about it, but she still preferred field work to training on Earth so for her it was kind of like letting Paul get out ahead of her so she’d have a challenge to reel him back in. At least that’s what it appeared to everyone else. Her thoughts on it were less…cheerful.
“The time I’ve spent with Riona has opened my eyes to a lot of things.”
“I’ll bet it has,” Emily said sarcastically.
Paul threw her a very familiar annoyed look but continued on without comment. “I think we need to keep previous Archon levels as they are. We might not need a lot of the stuff in them now, but the newbs do…like the heavy armor and no psionics up till acolyte.”
“Agreed,” Greg said, not sure where he was going with this.
“I think we need to rework Mage and make it into a much larger category…and one that has an automatic pairing with a higher ranking Archon.”
“Except there are no higher ranking Archons,” Greg pointed out.
“Our problem, which we’ll work through, but when the second gen get to this point I think it just has to happen and we have to start working and traveling in pairs…for all assignments.”
“I don’t know about that,” Emily said. “There are too few of us as it is.”
“If the V’kit’no’sat didn’t exist I’d agree, but we’ve got to take it to the next level and having, at minimum, a sparring partner with you at all times will help us advance quicker. Me pulling ahead of Morgan should be proof enough of that.”
“Generous of you,” Emily pointed out.
“I like beating her, you know that, but if she were here training the same amount I was we’d be even…at best. That’s a challenge I like tackling and going back and forth with her on, but since she’s out fighting and doing other stuff her training isn’t at such a high level. Don’t tell her I said that, because it’s not a dis, just a fact that she has no peers to work with. Now, we all learned how to train solo and the newbs should as well, which is why I’m not suggesting we pair them up until they hit Mage, or as I like to think of it, the ‘Apprentice’ stage.”
“Enter the automatic Jedi metaphor,” Emily declared.
“Actually I think he might be onto something,” Greg said, thinking hard. “We’ve already been seeking each other out, those of us with the same psionics, to train for them. A more formal structure that has it happening automatically would make sense…though I really don’t want to lose the freedom we have right now.”
“We can do whatever we want,” Paul reminded him. “I’m thinking mainly about the second gen coming up.”
“We’re the masters and can take on an Apprentice by choice?” Bo asked, finally working to the end of his plate.
Paul waved a hand side to side in an unsure gesture. “Numbers game, but eventually yes. If we want to go solo we can, but if we’re in the field I think we need a partner. The combat applications should be obvious, but even if just for training purposes.”
“I can agree with that,” Bo added. “6 years out on Lothlorien without any of you guys around sucked.”
“My point exactly,” Paul agreed.
“So we split up…how? By psionics?” Greg asked.
“What Riona and I have going works well, but I’m thinking further ahead to when we learn how to share. I think the sharing should be done Master to Apprentice.”
Greg leaned back in his chair, rubbing his smooth chin. “They get whatever psionics they can break through to on their own up until they hit ‘Apprentice’ then they get the full load, along with the personalized training of how to make use of them.”
“I like the sound of that,” Emily added. “Except we can’t share and don’t know how to use them yet.”
“Work in progress, like always,” Paul said, going a step further. “We’ve also got to make this level more than 100…or make each more difficult. A hundred years on average seems like a long time, but from the Zen’zat’s point of view we’re still young. We need to structure our levels thinking far ahead of now.”
“That had crossed my mind,” Greg admitted. “But we can’t design levels that far ahead of our current abilities.”
“I know, but I meant between status changes. I also think it’s time we diversified the armor. I’m liking the heavier version, but some are wanting to go in Kara’s direction to maximize agility. I think we should have two options available at Apprentice while us Masters get more choices…after we design them.”
“We’re going to run into the problem of getting too big of a skill gap,” Bo warned. “Right now the second gen isn’t that far behind us. But 1000 years from now it’s going to be like bringing your kid brother along and I for one am not going to be too into that. Well, maybe once or twice but not as a regular thing.”
Greg nodded. “We also need elite pairings.”
Paul raised and pointed a finger at Greg. “Good idea.”
“Are we going to give them the telepathic armor too?” Emily asked. “Or save that for the ‘Masters?’”
“I don’t know,” Paul said, knowing that it was in prototype stage at the moment. “What we give ourselves isn’t the same, and we can’t overload the others with a lot of changes all on the same level.”
“They’re going to have their hands full with the psionics if we can learn to share them,” Greg pointed out. “That and a choice in armor should be all we throw at them.”
“Agreed,” Bo said, now with a clean plate, “but are we renaming it?”
“Mage fits with the psionics being added, in theory,” Greg said. “Not sure exactly how that will work. The requirements might need to be easy just to get them all up and going.”
Emily nodded, thinking along the same lines. “Mage should be the hard hitting psionic requirements. We can keep the current level progression we’ve mapped out, that way you and Morgan don’t get in a hissy fit by resetting them, then add the new ones when we get access to them.”
Bo shook his head. “We really need them all unlocked first, otherwise we’re going to have people marked ahead of where they should be.”
“Can’t be helped at the moment,” Greg said, “but we can get the armor mod going.”
“Work on it, guys,” Paul said as he stood up and Bo followed suit. “Right now it’s time for training.”
“Isn’t it always,” Emily said, getting up as well.
“I’ll get back to you later today,” Greg told Paul. “Already starting to get some ideas.”
“I thought you might,” he said as the four of them abandoned the table and returned their trays before splitting up and heading off to various training facilities within Atlantis. Paul and Bo went together, but he made a mental note to stop by and have a chat with Wilson later in the day and see if he could offer any insights as to how they might progress forward. Even though he wasn’t an Archon he had always been the training master, more often than not cluing them in to new ways to approach problems that they then expanded upon.
If you were ever stuck he was the go to guy for help with training issues or all around advice. 
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“Ready?” Paul asked.
“Whenever you are,” Bo answered, toeing the starting line next to Paul while Jason watched from behind. 
With the slap of the starting pedestal Paul took off with Bo matching him stride for stride up to the first barrier and both of them jumping up on top of it and walking across three narrow beams only 2 inches wide. Paul took the middle lane and Bo the right, with numerous thud launchers activating and targeting the two of them from above, ahead, behind, and from underneath. As per the rules of the course Paul couldn’t use his bioshield and neither of the Archons could create a telekinetic field to deflect the thuds with. They had to intercept each one individually, catching, bouncing, or deflecting them in order to keep their balance.
As he walked, Paul sensed the incoming thuds with his Pefbar extended out nearly to its limits, giving him a split second warning for each which was just enough time to create a hand-sized Lachka field that he placed in their path, knocking down each one individually as he cycled about mentally from point to point. There were dozens coming in at once, forcing him to have to create multiple fields simultaneously and each on their own timing, but he managed well enough. Only a few thuds made it through to hit him and it wasn’t enough to throw off his balance and dump him into the disqualification pit below.
He made steady progress across, one step at a time and wobbling here and there when he did get hit…but Bo had already made it across. He’d never stopped to walk, and though Paul couldn’t pay attention to what he was doing he noticed a hail of deflections coming off him as he got pelted repeatedly. 
Jason had a better view from the starting area, in which he saw Paul slow up and work his way across the rail gradually while Bo didn’t slow at all. He ran right across, with all the thuds just bouncing off his Lachka fields as if it was no trouble at all. That was the first sign that something was considerably different between the two, but it was only the start of the course and arguably the easiest section. 
When Bo finished getting across he had to climb a ladder, still under thud assault that would last through the entire course. He scurried up the ladder like he had gone across the beam, almost as if the thuds being stopped a few inches from his body were nothing more than holograms and couldn’t touch him. In fact Jason hadn’t seen a single one hit him, while several had gotten through to Paul.
At the top of the ladders were three circles, into which Bo stepped and activated the timer. He held position as 5 times as many thuds shot at him, literally throwing about 30 per second from multiple angles, but the trailblazer just settled in and blocked them all. First he caught and dropped them, then he began deflecting them back towards various targets near the turrets and racking up some bonus points. He could have grabbed one and threw it back, but Jason noticed he wasn’t doing that. He was actually bouncing them in the direction he wanted…which was when Jason finally realized he was just showing off.
When the timer expired and Paul was just getting to the base of the ladder the floor opened up beneath Bo and dropped him down through a short tunnel and rounded a curve, sliding him out to a lower section of the course that had two different sizes of thuds…one tiny and one large, both of which were being first at him at different speeds and with different kinetic loads. Trick of this section was to probe his differentiation skills and see just how aware he was of what he was doing.
Again, Bo surprised Jason. He traced a line on the floor that had a holographic beacon through a complicated series of twists and turns around an otherwise open square area the size of a basketball court, getting hammered the entire time he had to stay inside a two meter perimeter of the glowing ‘mist’ that was guiding him erratically. Adjusting to it and maneuvering as he was should have been a problem, but Bo handled it with ease and continued to rack up bonus points by deflecting thuds towards nearby targets…and doing so individually, because Jason could see his Lachka fields thanks to his Rentar ability, and he was in fact creating tiny fields to intercept each…and much smaller fields than Paul was using.
The smaller the field the more accurate the trajectory trace you had to pull, and given that this was all happening in a split second you had to create wider fields the less sure you were of their exact position. With Bo’s fields being so tiny it was almost as if he could see them coming with ease…which shouldn’t have been possible with so many being fired at him nonstop. 
Jason was already impressed, but it only got better the further Bo worked around the course. Eventually the thuds increased speed, size, and diversity…setting up a final gauntlet run down a meter wide elevated ‘sidewalk’ with disqualification pits on either side and a hailstorm of thuds. The ceiling and nearby walls were literally covered with launchers, some of which were sending out baseball sized projectiles while others were spraying him with pebbles in shotgun sprays.
Those Bo did take with single fields, which Jason wasn’t sure was within the rules or not, but it was how he also would have reacted had he been running it. The normal-sized thuds and larger he kept deflecting singly, then he started grabbing them in the air and holding them up in a halo around him to use as a shield as he ran down the long hallway.
Jason couldn’t see most of him for the rain was too heavy, but some 18 seconds later he emerged past the line that deactivated the launchers and walked up next to the starting platform as he dropped the 200+ thuds he had suspended around his body at once, with them bouncing and rolling off as he casually reached out and pressed the finish button.
Some of the thuds rolled over to Jason and hit him in the feet, with the trailblazer just looking at his peer and shaking his head.
“I want one,” he said pithily, drawing a smirk from Bo.
“How’s Paul been doing?” he said, looking back.
Jason had forgotten to look when Bo was going through the final gauntlet, and as he scanned the course for Paul he couldn’t find him. He reached out with is Ikrid and found his mind’s location…in the bottom of a disqualification pit.
“Not good,” Jason summed up. “You were ahead of him right from the start.”
“I’d hope so. I want to go again. Now that I’ve got a handle on what I can do I think I can manage more speed and I know I can rack up more bonus points.”
Jason looked at the score floating in the air nearby, seeing a mark of 132 bonus points that added to his time score for a total of 1032. “Somehow I think that basic mark is going to be virtually unobtainable for the rest of us.”
“How about you two tandem it this time?”
Jason smiled as Paul finally got back up to the start area, having walked through the corridors of shame below that linked the pits to the start area. “You’re on.”
Bo walked back over to the start pedestal as the other two had a brief telepathic conversation, then they lined up beside him and Paul tagged the button, sending all three off…with Bo coming out the easy winner once again, but at least Jason and Paul did manage to get to the finish with the help of a battlemeld link and staying close enough together to help block for one another, coming up with a finish score of 208.
They tried once again while Bo made half a dozen more runs, bumping his score up to 1321 and demonstrating several weaknesses in the challenge. They’d keep it as is, but if they were going to push his new ability they were going to have to design something…harder, which Jason and Paul got to work on later that day, turning in the schematics to the techs before evening so they could get it built as quickly as possible.
  
Two weeks later a whole new wing of Atlantis had been retrofitted into a Sav-specific training area. Paul and Jason couldn’t use it, though they’d tried and failed miserably. They’d had to really jack up the difficulty level in order to find Bo’s current limits, which they knew would only grow with time and training. He could have designed them himself, but given that he was the first to attain this ability they didn’t want him to have to do that, instead they wanted him to focus on beating challenges rather than creating them.
So they did it for him and got to analyze from afar what he could and couldn’t do, making tweaks here and there and adding new challenges as they thought them up…but there was one application they didn’t understand the full implications of until Bo happened into a sparring match with Vermaire one day…and beat him.
Fortunately they’d been recording that match in order to study Bo, and he’d been wearing a monitoring headband at the time, as they all did now. Between the two there was a lot of analysis going on, both from the medtechs and the Archons, but it was Wilson who finally got the prize for making the connection. He reviewed the records, along with those that Paul had been feeding him of Bo’s other training activities, and sent a message to both of them to stop by his ‘lair’ when they had a chance.
Both of them knew not to keep him waiting, for when he had something he wanted to talk about with them, which was rare, it was usually significant. His office complex within Atlantis, from where he ran the entire Archon trainee program, wasn’t a typical office. Over the centuries he’d reworked it into part combat operations center, part training facility of its own, and when the two trailblazers got there he had a very young trainee going through some null gravity training inside a containment cylinder…drawing skeptical looks from both trailblazers.
“A bit of disorientation syndrome,” Wilson said as he came out to meet them, holding up four fingers at the trainee inside, who nodded…throwing off her balance and causing her to start twisting about until her hand hit the sidewall of the shield that was keeping her inside. As she continued to bounce around trying and failing to steady herself Wilson looked on, knowing well that she had to learn to do things on her own without him jumping in to help whenever one of them got into trouble. If they wanted to become Archons they had to learn to improvise.
“Bad?” Paul asked.
“Very. Which is why I have her here every third day for special sessions. Her mind doesn’t want to calibrate to the zero g. I’ve seen this before and what is required is a lot of metaphorical face punching before the subconscious finally catches on and makes the adjustment,” he said, turning away from the trainee and pointing a finger at Bo. “You, on the other hand, are something new. And I always like new challenges. Come with me.”
Wilson led the two trailblazers out of the main area and into a side chamber, with Paul immediately recognizing V’kit’no’sat script floating in holo above three different workstations in the moderately small room. Wilson telekinetically shut the door behind them and the room’s lights dimmed with him bringing up a central hologram depicting Bo’s fight with Vermaire. 
“Nice piece of work, and far better than I could do, but still very sloppy.”
Bo raised an eyebrow. “How so?”
“I’ve been studying the V’kit’no’sat records in detail, as I’m sure you have, but there are a lot more entries than those just listed under psionics…which you know are not, given the lack of an organization system to the database. I’ve come across numerous seemingly random entries with training components, and the techs send any new ones they’ve translated my way, but I make a habit to peruse the untranslated files and I’ve found bits and pieces of information over the years that suggest a duality in the physiology of combat…as far as the psionics engineers were concerned.”
“Go on,” Bo said, not insulted but rather intrigued by whatever Wilson was getting at.
“The mind upgrades similar to the way the body does, but a person can only fight as fast as the slowest portion. Your slowest portion is now your body. Your processing power has risen beyond it, allowing you to make more of your senses and leaving your muscle response speed lagging, which is why you were fighting sloppy…though it was enough to outmatch Vermaire. His strength is still beyond you, but he couldn’t handle your speed. But then you already knew that or you wouldn’t have tackled him the way you did.”
“Um, well…actually I was just trying to avoid getting my ass kicked. I didn’t spot a weakness, I was just staying ahead of his movements for the first time in my life.”
“Then you were even sloppier than I realized,” Wilson continued, again without negativity and just coming with a fresh, honest, and useful analysis. “Up until now your physical speed has been held back by your mind’s ability to process, but freed of that you were still making choppy/floppy attacks. I thought there had been some strategy in them.”
“Afraid not. I was just poking him where I could. He almost had me several times.”
“I noticed. What you need to do is retrain your body to make use of your faster mind. I’m fairly sure you’ve got greater speed in you already, just uncalibrated. After that you’ll have to physically train for greater speed, but the first step is getting yourself back in alignment. You’re off balance and while you’ve leveled up considerably you’re still fighting sloppy.”
“Do you have any drill suggestions for calibration?” Bo asked.
Wilson walked a step to his left and grabbed a datachip. He input it into a slot on the console and had a new hologram pop up alongside the fight with Vermaire, which was playing continuously and on a loop. It was 8 minutes long and Wilson didn’t want to have to reload it every time he rewatched it, with him going through it blow by blow for several hours previously.
When it came to a certain section of the fight he paused, rewinded, and replay a specific series of blocks Bo had made and set it into its own mini-loop. Wilson went on to point out the small errors and the drills he had constructed to counter them, then proceeded through the entire fight in a similar manner…switching over to footage of some of Bo’s training drills at the end and offering a few upgrades there as well.
After he was finished he had a question for Paul. 
“How close are you to finding the next trigger?”
“Battlemeld is the only reliable one, but I thought we were close to nailing Pren until he went Sav. He was doing the same training the rest of us had done to trigger it, and I’m at a loss as to what happened. I thought we were starting to get a handle on it but now I’m not so sure.”
“Tell me how this individual compares. I know he isn’t nearly as advanced, but from what you’d learned prior to Bo’s ascension how close do you think he is?” Wilson asked, grabbing another datachip and bringing up the biotelemetry data that Paul could almost see in his sleep by now, he’d gone through so many of them.
He gave it a quick look then glanced at Bo, having a silent conversation. 
“Close,” Paul said, mildly impressed. “All the major skill areas are weak, but the internal alignment looks favorable. Who is this?”
“Not an Archon,” Wilson answered vaguely. “Is it worth your time to train with them, or would they be too much of a stretch?”
Paul didn’t know if this was a test or a request, so he just took the question at face value. “I’m curious as to how he got to this position. He’s so stacked towards what we thought was a Pren trigger that even if he didn’t get it quickly I think we could learn something from the attempt. And the closer we get to the triggers the better. What division is he?”
“Gotta be commando,” Bo said, looking at the stats. “No one else does that much physical augmentation…and he’s too short to be a Knight.”
Paul shook his head, taking to the guessing game they seemed to be playing. “No, he’s missing several commando traits. Could be an oddball, but my gut says no.”
“Then what?” Bo asked.
Paul hesitated, then went ahead and said it. “This can’t be true, but the only connection I can make is this being a quitter,” he said, referencing the handful of Archons that had turned in their badass card and went civilian. “One making a comeback?”
Paul looked at Wilson, but the taller man shook his head. “No, but I’ll thank you for the compliment. You’re looking at my biotelemetry.”
Bo let out an exasperated sigh. “Should have known.”
Paul glanced at the numbers again. “Have you been trying to get to Pren?”
“Yes. There’s only so much I can help you guys with if I don’t experience these things for myself. I can’t be a backseat driver and do much good.”
“Your past history says otherwise,” Bo added, “but I get what you mean.”
“Do you have time to join us?” Paul asked.
“Do you have time to train here while there’s a war going on?” Wilson countered. “I’ll make time, if you think it’s worth yours?”
“I’m too curious to say no regardless,” Paul said with a smirk and extended his hand to the bigger man. “Welcome onboard.”
Wilson took it with a fairly firm grip. 
“But don’t expect us to go easy on you,” Paul warned.
“It’d defeat the purpose if you did.”
“Alright then,” Bo said, feeling like getting back to their workouts. “Let’s get at it.”
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July 15, 2546
Solar System
Earth
  
Bo sat in one of the sparring chambers, legs crossed, eyes closed with hundreds of tiny thuds orbiting around his body in a pattern too intricate to easily pick up on…except that the trailblazer was hardly concentrating on them. Archons often found pure meditation not to work, and that in order for them to really disconnect from their environment and let their minds wander they had to be at least partially involved in the environment, as if no action whatsoever put them on guard for something to come and low level activity allowed them to relax.
Some of the Archons used handstands, others more active drills that required little effort that they would repeat over and over again. Ever since his Sav ascension Bo had turned Jedi, levitating and orbiting objects around him not so much to free his mind but to work out some of the lingering pain that seemed to be grudgingly diminishing with each day that passed. It was 1 pm and he’d just finished up an hour run, with the slight fatigue that brought warming his legs as his mind worked through the telekinetic manipulation necessary to keep his little star system of thuds in order.
Two hours from now he would get back to harder workouts, but for now he wanted to get some meditation time in before catching a shower and a quick nap…the latter of which was helping his head. Straight rest and he’d lock up, but action/rest cycling helped to loosen him up…an old Archon training trick they’d learned back in their first 100 years. 
As Bo’s mind wandered he gently nudged it into the parts of his mental capabilities that were untapped, probing the limits of his thoughts almost randomly as if he was bouncing around. That was another old trick, that when one didn’t know what they were looking for they had to ‘shoot around’ randomly. That little tidbit had come from Taryn, who often went crazy in drills trying to shake more speed out of herself. A crude, jerky, almost completely random action sometimes had the ability to access a part of yourself that your normal control didn’t allow you to touch, so in order to find new mental territory Bo was flailing around inside his head, making him feel kind of like a Human pinball machine.
It was something he had done many times in the past, but now that he had new brain tissue and a whole new mental structure he had plenty of room to bounce around in, and exploring those new capabilities was something he was going to chew on in every way possible…though at night he tried to do the opposite and not think, needing smooth sleep. That didn’t always work, but he found that if he let his mind go in meditation then sleep time would often not be invaded by as many random thoughts.
Which was another reason to take a nap afterwards and suck up some good minutes while his mind was satiated from the meditation randomness.
But that wasn’t going to happen today, for somewhere in his ramblings he hit on something. He didn’t know what, but almost immediately he felt instability swelling inside his head.
“What the…” he said, dropping his orbiting thuds as his mind suddenly lost its cohesion. He focused on the ascension prompt, not understanding how this would happen outside of training. Every single time it had occurred previously, in all the Archons, it had been during some type of physical stress. He was under none now, nor mental stress given how easy holding the thud grid was. What was going on he didn’t know, but he wasn’t going to squander the opportunity for another upgrade.
With the little semi-bouncy balls dropping and rolling everywhere Bo concentrated, channeling the instability and trying not to overload himself…but then he said screw it. If he got brain burn again so be it. It would be worth it.
Not taking Vortison’s advice, the trailblazer pushed the instability onward, unable to see the indicator lights on his headband creep up into the yellow. This time the instability fought him, not wanting to be drawn out as fast so Bo went with it and tried a very gradual draw, playing to not lose it rather than force it out. Little by little it crept upward, with the indicator lights marking his improvement up into the red…which was when he sensed another presence in his head.
It felt like a solid pole imbedded into the ground amidst the hurricane he was riding out and stoking. Bo grabbed hold of it and used the mental signature to stabilize himself further, which added to his ability to channel the mental winds. That didn’t cause him to get to the transition point immediately, but with a considerable amount of time and effort his mental storm took shape and in mind’s eye turned into three tight rings before it flashed and his head began screaming from new tissue growth.
The pain passed quickly, unlike the Sav upgrade, and Bo blinked his eyes open…to see Paul, Jason, Greg, and even Wilson standing in front of him.
“Where did you guys come from?” he said, getting to his feet.
“When you were overdue for your workout I came looking for you,” Jason explained.
Bo frowned. “What time is it?”
“A little after 5,” Greg answered.
Bo’s eyes widened. “That’s not…”
“I found you here an hour and a half ago,” Jason confirmed. “That’s the longest ascension anyone has ever endured and we were worried that something might have gone wrong.”
“How long were you in here before it started?” Paul asked.
“I was meditating and it happened so I jumped on it. I don’t know what time it was…maybe 1:30.”
“I wonder what he got,” Greg commented.
“Pren,” Wilson said, holding a datapad that was linked into the biomonitors on all their heads. “I don’t know why your ascension lasted so long, but we got so much data from it that Vortison says he’s found the trigger.”
“When?” Paul said, frowning.
“Text message about 15 seconds ago,” he said, hefting the datapad. 
“You always carry that with you?” Greg asked.
“Habit,” he answered, but apparently one he’d picked up after the trailblazers went through basic. 
“You alright?” Paul asked Bo.
“I think so,” he said, levitating one of the thuds up into his palm, then his eyes tightened a bit and it shot off and ricocheted against a wall and stopped a foot in front of Paul’s chest, with the trailblazer raising an eyebrow as he telekinetically caught it. 
“Definitely a speed increase,” Bo confirmed as Paul tossed the little projectile off to the side. To have gotten that much of a rebound showed considerable strength, but to line up the shot that well to hit him was definitely a Sav moment. 
“Let’s take this elsewhere,” Jason prompted. “I think we all would like to have a chat with Vortison.
“Agreed,” Paul said, walking out. Wilson and Greg followed him while Jason hung back with Bo a few meters behind them. 
“You didn’t black out earlier, did you?”
Bo shook his head as they walked through the entry doors. “I had to be awake to keep the instability going, but it felt like maybe five, maybe ten minutes tops…not hours.”
“I’d like to see what it did to your Sav tissue, if anything.”
“Think there’s a connection?”
“You’re the only one to have gone that long, by far.”
“Could be some other wrinkle we haven’t come across yet.”
“All the more reason to get you under a full scanner.”
“Doesn’t explain why I ascended while meditating,” Bo added. 
“Another good point. Seems every time we start to get a handle on psionics something new pulls the rug out from under us.”
“That’s what happens when you buy a new toy and throw out the instruction manual without ever reading it.”
“Speaking of which…I think we need to have a chat with our own.”
“Kara?”
“I’m going to swing by my quarters and send her a message. Meet you guys at Vortison’s lab.”
“Recall?”
Jason hesitated. “Just a chat for now. I don’t want to pull her off the front if we don’t have to.”
Bo nodded. “Anything she can remember would be…useful.”
“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Jason said, turning left at the next intersection and breaking off from the group.
  
“If you’ve really done what you claim to,” Paul said when the four of them, plus Jace and Riona who they’d picked up on the way, walked into the genetics research lab, “you can have the rest of the day off.”
“Why would I want time off?” Vortison answered deadpan as he enlarged a hologram that showed biotelemetry in a synthesis of numbers and icons that made for easy recognition…once you got used to the tech vocabulary. “Here it is,” he said, pointing to one particular area. “Quite obvious now that I know what to look for. Bo’s data offered more than all the rest of you combined. If you guys can prolong your ascensions as he did it will shave centuries off us getting the complete set.”
“I don’t know how I did what I did,” Bo said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I completely lost track of time.”
Vortison pointed towards one of the beds and Bo walked over and laid down…with the scanning equipment coming out over him.
“Any side effects with this one?”
“No pain, if that’s what you mean.”
“Anything new?”
“Other than a power boost, no.”
“That’s standard for Pren,” Vortison explained, “but you should be extremely tired now.”
“A little bit, but compared to the others this has been by far the easiest ascension…I don’t know why it took so long though.”
“Perhaps therein lays the answer. You weren’t trying so hard and took your time with it, hence the lack of physical trauma…cellularly speaking.”
“Ah…actually I was pressing hard and it just wouldn’t come.”
“Impatient as always,” Vortison said as the scan results started to come in. Archons never did like waiting for anything.
While they were doing that Wilson was studying the trigger hologram intently along with Paul and Riona, with the two men having a telepathic conversation that was going on at a feverish clip…so much so that when Riona asked him a question he held up a wait finger until they’d finished.
“What?” she whispered.
“We’ve got two puzzle pieces now. Pren and Battlemeld.”
“And there are some similarities in the triggers,” Wilson finished.
“Trackable?” Jace asked, walking away from Bo and joining the conversation.
“Possibly,” Wilson said, comparing something on his datapad with the hologram. “I’ve seen these patterns before.”
That comment got Vortison’s head spinning around to face him, momentarily ignoring Bo’s scan. “Where?”
“V’kit’no’sat engineering. Whether it be combat philosophy, infrastructure, or societal architecture there are fingerprints on all of them that can be recognized with a trained eye…and I’m seeing them here as well.”
“What are you noticing?” Greg asked.
“It’s just a hunch, but I’d say that Bo’s stall during his ascension was the result of his Sav tissue. It’s not an add-on like the others, but fully integrated into his every waking thought and subconscious process. I think they designed it that way on purpose, and if I’m right every ascension from this point on for him will take extra long while it makes the upgrades.”
“How did you get that from that data?” Vortison asked, very confused.
“It’s a training thing,” he said simply. 
“Then his massive headache earlier?” Paul wondered.
“It wasn’t just growing tissue, it was acclimating that tissue to his current psionic tissues,” Vortison said, taking the next logical step in the path they were traveling.
“Meaning the more you get the more it will hurt,” Greg said, cringing.
“If you rush it,” Vortison added.
“We don’t know which is which when they start,” Jace pointed out. “Instability is instability from our point of view. Actually, I don’t think I’ve ever felt even the slightest variation.”
“Neither have I,” Paul said, thinking hard as Wilson continued to study the holographic data. 
“Are you done here?” Bo asked, still lying down.
“Almost,” Vortison said, getting back to the work at hand. 30 seconds later he had it completed and up on a different hologram. 
Bo rolled out from under the scanner and stood up with the others as they waited for the medtech to do his thing and translate most of the mathematical gibberish they were seeing. 
“Interesting,” Vortison mewed as he altered the view to a more traditional brain scan, with the various psionic tissues highlighted. “There are minor variations in your Sav.”
Greg threw a look at Wilson, who he saw crack a smile but say nothing. “Don’t suppose those will help you find its trigger?”
“Probably not, but any information is better than none. Right now I’m more interested in his Pren. It’s advanced further than any I’ve seen to date, including those of you who’ve had time to train and develop it.”
“Synergy,” Wilson commented, still pulling through a comparison of his datapad and the hologram.
“I would agree,” Vortison said, shaking his head slightly, “but I have no idea how. I thought the tissue growth was a fixed lot, but if it can be flash grown variably…then this is a whole new ball game.”
Paul looked at the more intricate holographic scan that had just been done, seeing not only the Sav tissue but the Pren that was spread out like a clump of fiber optic cables between his Pefbar and Lachka tissues. There was already some interlinking there, but this added more onto it…which Paul knew was like adding more shield emitters to a warship’s hull. Upgrading the emitters was one way to get more powerful shields, while adding more was another.
In this case Bo had gotten an emitter count increase, just as Paul and the others had done before. The thing was, he’d gotten a higher level version. Paul could see the difference, though not recognizing all of the statistics at first glance despite the extensive study he’d done into this area. Vortison was the expert, but still he could tell that this wasn’t the same Pren as he had.
“Wilson?” he asked.
“From a functional standpoint it only makes sense that the Sav would unlock higher processing capabilities that would aid the other psionics. In order to do that there would be a physical restructuring needed above and beyond training adaptation. I’m guessing that since Bo already had Sav those upgrades simply occurred simultaneously with the growth.”
“What are you basing that on?” Vortison asked, glancing at his datapad.
“Nothing more than a hunch.”
“A hunch?” the medtech repeated.
“You look on the body from a designer’s point of view, I look and learn as a user. We see things from a different angle and trust our gut and experience, because we have no rulebook to work off of except what we write and record as we live and learn.”
“Gamers guide,” Paul said, understanding his metaphor, as would the other trailblazers, he knew, for they were all gamers. 
“Can I get a copy of Wilson’s version,” Jace said in a pleading voice. “Please.”
The taller man raised an eyebrow at him. “I record everything in my logs.”
“That just didn’t come from your logs,” Jace pointed out. “I can from your head and things you would never write down because you’re uncertain of them. That’s the playbook I want.”
“We each have our own,” Wilson said, dismissing the compliment. “We share when we can, but mine won’t work for you and vice versa because we have different experiences to pull off of.”
Bo looked at Jace. “Try to give the man a compliment and he schools you for doing it inaccurately.”
“Yep,” Wilson confirmed. 
Paul laughed. Usually the master trainer didn’t show much sass. 
“So,” Bo said, glancing at both Wilson and Vortison. “Big picture is if I can ascend again it’ll take longer?”
“If his theory holds, yes,” the medtech said.
“And if yours lasts longer,” Paul added, “we might be able to get enough data from you alone to find the triggers.”
Riona walked over and wrapped Bo up in a big hug from behind. “Looks like you’re going to be our new training buddy.”
“She’s right,” Greg said. “You’ve got to stay here and train your ass off. Forget field work, go after as many triggers as you can.”
“Please,” Paul urged.
Bo held up his hands in surrender. “You don’t have to tell me twice. Sounds cool, regardless I’ve been wanting to catch up to Morgan for a long time anyway.”
“Ha,” Greg laughed. “Good luck with that one.”
“Hey,” Paul said, frowning. “I’m ahead of her now.”
“We all know that won’t last,” Bo dismissed offhand. 
Paul glared at him. “Now them’s fighting words.”
“If I can beat Vermaire…” he floated with an innocent look.
“I believe,” Wilson said casually, still studying the hologram and making some notations on his datapad, “that he is looking for a rematch. I’ll wager 100 credits he’s going to beat you next time around.”
“Ouch,” Paul said with a hushed laugh as he saw the air visibly go out of the other trailblazer.
“No bet there,” Greg added. “But it’ll be fun to watch.”
“Killjoy,” Bo mumbled.
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It took three days for Jason to get the trigger down, with him having to internally adjust his physical and mental state to what was required for Pren ascension. He’d already gained that ability, but it was necessary for him to realign himself with it in order to pass it onto others…something rather easy in execution, once you knew what you were looking for. The trick was calibrating yourself without knowing where you were. 
Originally he and Paul had learned the battlemeld trigger, which was now so familiar to him he didn’t require any biomonitor help when he helped a ranger ascend and gain the ability. In this situation that wasn’t the case, so he’d worn a headband biomonitor connected to a datapad display and sat in a meditation chamber making internal adjustments until he’d hit the mark. Then he repeated the process again and again until he was fairly confident he could hit and hold the necessary trigger.
That was when it was time for his first ‘handshake.’ Paul was lagging a little behind him in learning the trigger, as was Greg, so it was Jason who got to try the first share outside of Battlemeld, with him choosing Wilson to be at the head of the line. He did that for two reasons, one being that Wilson was already close to getting it on his own, so it shouldn’t take that much link prodding to hit his trigger. The second was that he knew that if Wilson got it he’d probably learn new angles to train it, which Jason would rather have sooner than later. 
When the time came the two sat down in a meditation chamber, alone with nothing else aside from Jason’s datapad that he kept linked to his biomonitor so he could troubleshoot if he lost the trigger. 
That wasn’t the hardest part, for he also had to form the twin link with Wilson. He and everyone else who had the Battlemeld shared with them already had been trained to replicate the link, so that wasn’t a problem, but each person was different and forming the link was a bit of a customization endeavor. He’d done it so many times with Paul that it just felt natural, but attempting to do so with others always required a great deal of work…which is what Wilson and Jason started with.
They spent nearly four hours in a mental chess game as they tried to line up their minds with one another, then finally they achieved the handshake and locked up, with one’s body/mind mimicking the other by registering it as their own. It was essentially a forced Ikrid glitch, but a very useful one, not only in that it could help share triggers but that it completely bypassed the Ikrid blocks and allowed one to read another, not by requisition of data but by continuously transmitting everything. 
Once the two men had that link established they remained still, Wilson focusing on holding the twin link while Jason began adjusting himself to the Pren trigger…without jeopardizing the link. That was very delicate work, but he’d done this so many times with others in sharing Battlemeld that he knew how far to press before the twin link would break on his end. It was Wilson that was the unknown factor, but the man was a beast in anything training related and held his end up admirably.
A little less than an hour later and Jason successfully held himself aligned to Pren long enough for it to register in Wilson’s mind, making his subconscious think that he was actually in that required state. When that happened his trigger activated and Jason immediately felt the instability surge inside both of them.
The trailblazer broke the twin link, knowing that it would interfere with the process. Wilson had to chase it, and Jason’s presence would be a stabilizing point that would essentially weigh him down. That said, he was going to help him, so once he broke the link he reached with his Ikrid and transmitted like a beacon a stable point into his mind for him to use, but otherwise staying out of the process. This was Wilson’s battle to fight, as it should be.
It took him a long time to increase the instability, and Jason felt him almost lose it several times, but whenever that happened Wilson used Jason’s mental anchor to effectively reset the ascension process and try again. He was learning each time without losing the trigger activation, which impressed Jason thoroughly after he reached out and made physical contact to monitor what was happening more closely. Wilson only had one ascension under his belt to date, and he was showing considerable skill navigating the process despite his ‘newb’ status…and on top of that he wasn’t even an Archon.
There were a handful of trusted individuals who had gotten the psionic carwash, but only two had been given battlemeld…Wilson and Davis. Paul had offered it to Vermaire, but he’d declined stating he didn’t want anyone in his head. That was typical Black Knight, to the core. 
Davis had taken some 18 tries to eventually get the battlemeld, underscoring the fact that it was something he wasn’t ready for and reinforcing the Archons’ ranger 50 minimum benchmark for sharing the ability. They didn’t regret sharing it with Davis, for he was a very special case, but those who weren’t Archons and didn’t earn it were so mentally inexperienced in such training disciplines that it was going to be difficult for them to achieve the ascension, even with help.
Wilson was no exception, but how he went about working the problem was the impressive part. He was literally learning how to fight as he fought, which truly showed his caliber in a way that Jason nor any of the other Archons had ever seen before…which only added to his already considerable respect for the man. 
Jason sat and gave him the mental anchor for more than 5 hours before Wilson’s headband started flashing 3 red and he eventually let go of his wrist, breaking the Ikrid connection.
Viewed from the outside Wilson was sitting perfectly still, then blinked his eyes a few times before opening them and craning his head up towards the ceiling and stretching his neck against the pain Jason knew was coursing through his head. 
“Got it,” the head trainer said. “Thank you.”
“Well done. I’ve never known of anything to hold onto the instability for that long.”
“That’s because you guys don’t need to. I’m still the learner here.”
“That won’t last long,” Jason said as he stood up. “Ow…watch yourself. Been sitting here too long,” he said, limping off to the door as his legs were sore and half asleep.
Wilson stood up and followed him with less effort, but at a much slower pace. When he got to the doorway he put his hand on the rim and steadied himself. 
Jason reached out and touched his forehead, taking another read on his bios. “That long effort really scrambled your head.”
“I believe ‘fragged’ is the right word, though it seems to be insufficient at the moment.”
Jason withdrew his hand. “Can you walk?”
“Barely…but I’ve got a window. I’ll work it out.”
“Come on,” Jason said, grabbing his arm for some added support…by way of hacking into his nervous system and partially taking control of his body to keep him from falling over. “I’ll get you back to your quarters.”
  
Wilson was in agony for the next two days, with most of the first just staying in bed and trying to be as still as possible. When he wasn’t making much progress there he experimented with various music, eventually finding an active song that his mind seemed to lock onto and fall into sync with rather than randomly going every which way in a chaotic frenzy. He put it on continuous repeat and felt the first slight crack of relief, doing his best to stay in it until his stomach began complaining enough for him to venture out for some food some 19 hours later.
The second day he got three short runs in, staggered out with long naps in between along with brief computer sessions where he got caught up on events and just killed some time. He kept changing up what he did, because stagnation seemed to hurt his head more than light activities, almost as if he had to keep changing what he did in order to keep the painmaker from getting a lock on him. 
Come the third day the mental fragging had diminished a detectable amount and Wilson could have no more sitting and lying around so he laid out a light but long training schedule for the day and suffered through it. He did the same for the fourth and fifth days before his head finally relented and the pain began to diminish, having been beaten into submission.
It took more than a week after that before he even attempted to do any psionic training, but when he did the Pren was immediately obvious. His Pefbar and Lachka skills were unbelievably upgraded, with him able to lift 3 times the weight and his Pefbar range reaching out to 2.5 times what it had previously been…and that was without any training, which he imagined would take on a slightly new dynamic with the extra tissue being added. He suspected it wasn’t just more of the same, but wouldn’t get to test that theory until all the pain and clenching in his head was gone.
His ascension made, he left the trailblazers’ training group and went back to his normal routine overseeing the Archon trainees and his subordinate trainers who by now could run things without him. None the less he scrutinized each trainee’s progression and made tweaks where he thought he could help, all the while delving into new forms of training on his own, attempting to probe the Pren ability for all it was worth so he could give the Archons some help as they developed their powers.
They were quick, innovative, and all around insightful…but there were still some things that they never seemed to learn, or at least learn as well as Wilson had concerning training. Not facts or methods, but an innate understanding of the way the body and mind worked. Their approach could be likened to hitting every button in order to find out what they did, while Wilson would look them over and try a few he had deduced the functions of.
That meant he could trailblaze training problems quicker than they could. He had no doubt they’d figure things out eventually, but with so many new and impressive abilities ahead of them, not to mention the gradual increase in their physical training, he knew they could use a hand…and the faster he got them up to snuff the greater the chance of them being able to pull off the impossible and defeat the V’kit’no’sat if/when they came back to Earth.
  
Jason was sitting in his quarters when suddenly Paul was outside at his door. Jason telekinetically hit the open switch and his fellow Archon walked in without missing a step.
“What is it?” Jason asked, sensing his mood.
“Message from Morgan. The Skarrons are amassing a huge fleet at Achkor.”
“Damn it,” he whisper swore, getting to his feet. “Looks like the hammer is finally going to drop.”
“One of us needs to stay here,” Paul said apologetically.
Jason nodded reluctantly. “You’re right. Go.”
Paul put his right hand up and the two best friends fist bumped, with Paul leaving just like that and Jason knowing he was heading straight to a dropship.
That left Jason with the primary responsibility for sharing Pren with the others coming into or passing through Sol, not to mention with finding the triggers for the other psionics. He really wanted to go fight, knowing that the more trailblazers there were on the front the better chance they had of holding out…but both he and Paul had discussed this earlier, and they agreed that they couldn’t just play defensively or they’d get so distracted that they wouldn’t be making the advancements necessary for the endgame. 
That meant his task was here, with as many trailblazers and second gen that would stay…which wouldn’t be many. From now on they’d come in for short visits, he imagined, to pick up the share and be off. That was going to hurt their group training efforts, but there was one that he couldn’t afford to lose.
Following Paul out a few steps behind him and heading a different way, Jason was off on his own mission, and one that could have just as much importance as Paul’s in the long run.
  
“You want me to stay, don’t you?” Bo asked when Jason found him on the track and fell in beside him while he completed mile 6 of what was going to be 15. He held to the pacing hologram, which made it a little difficult to speak, but what was a tiny challenge like that to an Archon? And he certainly wasn’t going to slow down just for a conversation.
“You have to. I want to go fight just as much as you, but we have to get these triggers dug out. Especially the battlemeld ones and I can’t work on those with some second gen. Hell, we need the psionics discovered first anyway, and there’s no way I can do that with the second gen. You have to stay and we have to find both so we can share them with the others. We can’t let them fighting the enemy hold back their psionic advancement. We have to do this for them and you’re the key to locating the triggers after we find the psionics.”
“I know, I know,” Bo said, frustrated. No more field assignments had been bad enough, but with a major Skarron push coming staying on Earth just felt wrong…but he couldn’t deny the logic in Jason’s plea. 
“How many others are staying?”
“I don’t know. Probably not many.”
“We need a few others, even if they’re second gen strikers. And no rotations. If you and I are going to be stuck here we need a team that doesn’t change up. We can add individuals in and out on top of the core group, but we’ve got to have a badass squad that will be used to training together.”
“Agreed.”
“Then we have to take it up a notch. I mean Goku in the Hyperbolic Time Chamber training. I’m not going to feel comfortable doing any less with people fighting and potentially dying out on the front.”
“You read my mind, but you know that’s not going to be easy to do. We’re going to have to cut off all outside connections, including war news.”
“If that’s what has to be done so be it,” Bo said, a fiery determination entering his stride that had him inching ahead of the hologram. “And I want exclusive training facilities. I don’t even want to see someone else working out around us. Food in our quarters…no, shared quarters. We stay together for everything.”
“I like where your head’s at…and I’m wonder why we haven’t done this before.”
“We did back in basic. Since then we’ve had a military to lead.”
“Point. Any suggestions on who to draft?”
“We need Aaron for Ikrid. No one is better than him. And Sara…for sex appeal.”
Jason blew out a laugh between breaths, not expecting Bo to throw in a joke at the moment…but then again he should have known better. Sarcasm was almost as dear to Archons as sugar.
Bo coasted to a stop near the start line and deactivated his hologram, cutting his workout short and drawing a raised eyebrow from Jason. “Let’s get our team set now, before they have a chance to take off.”
“Paul’s already on his way to orbit,” Jason told him. “I’ll find Aaron, you grab whoever else you want…or can.”
“Go,” Bo prompted, restarting his run as he headed for the exit. The pair split and literally ran off through Atlantis, tracking down as many trailblazers and strikers as they could in person or remotely, including those in the pyramid and elsewhere in the system.
Jason was able to convince Aaron to stay, thankfully, but Sara and Greg were already gone and Riona, naturally, had went with Paul. A few others that hadn’t heard yet Jason and Bo got to, but they all declined, knowing how important it was to get to the front ahead of the Skarrons so they weren’t late to the party. Ultimately they were able to find a handful of willing and eager volunteers…though none of them liked sitting back out of combat, but they all understood the importance of what had to be done and committed themselves to it fully.
In the end there were eight of them. Jason, Bo, Aaron, Emily, Kiran, David-441, Rikku-452, and Vermaire…who sought them out after he heard what was going on. With Wilson’s blessing they kicked the trainees out of a small piece of Atlantis and cordoned it off giving only the 8 of them access save for a handful of couriers who would bring in foodstuffs, training gear, and whatever else they needed while they were busy and drop off the crates for them to use later.
The restricted zone included a small number of quarters, with the 8 of them choosing those neighboring each other, literally keeping them within a few meters of each other down the same hallway. They deactivated the terminals in the zone and kept a handful of datapads around so they could send out requisitions and correspond with Wilson, who occasionally stopped by to offer insights or to monitor their progress. Other than that they put themselves into a complete blackout and focused on their workouts and team camaraderie…for they knew well and Wilson emphasized…that in order to really press their abilities, psionic and otherwise, they had to calibrate each person into the team unit which until now had never existed.
They had to form bonds, learn tendencies, and spot weaknesses in order to strengthen the group as a whole, and doing that took time, meaning they would be training both their individual selves as well as each other into a workout and sparring machine…which would need challenges. Lots and lots of challenges.
Wilson volunteered to see to that, ordering a slew of new construction in the surrounding areas of Atlantis to facilitate their needs so the 8 of them could focus on beating the challenges rather than designing them. That was the role Wilson had always taken, and did so now gladly, knowing that an individual had to fight the challenge from a fresh perspective rather than knowing beforehand how to beat it. It was a blind spot that he wasn’t going to let them have…which could very well result in them coming up with new ways to best the challenges that he hadn’t intended.
That kind of unexpected growth is what they needed, so the Archons and Vermaire went from being the masters back to being the trainees…though very advanced trainees at that.
Wilson knew it would be a challenge to stay ahead of them, but like the Archons he reveled in challenges and this was one he was going to go at full bore, suspending most of his duties with the infantile trainees and focusing on the advanced ones in order to give them the tools they needed to go to limits that he wasn’t going to be personally testing for the next few centuries.
He couldn’t help them as a peer, but he could help them as support and as a nemesis, so he set out to design the hardest, damn near impossible training regimens and challenges to the point that he wasn’t even sure that they could handle it. But even if they failed they’d gain from the experience.
And if they did somehow pull a rabbit out of the hat, again, and make it…then they were going to see a whole new level of Archon, and that thought alone was ample incentive for Wilson to sink his teeth into his new and ultimately important assignment.
What was old was new again, and about to be better than ever.
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Bo beat Emily back across the sparring ring, moving his arms slightly faster than she could and being well aware of the precise movements he was making while she was flailing with most of her blows, trying to keep up in the punching/blocking match they had going. Every now and then one of them would throw a kick in, but both Archons were trying to find a way through the other’s arms so they could land a torso hit, with Bo’s Sav giving him a considerable advantage.
But then suddenly Bo went back again, him being the slower as Emily threw in another Yetu burst and her arms threatened to overwhelm him with movements. He could see her blurry arms and mentally track them just fine, but moving his own to intercept was the problem with him backstepping to give himself some more time, forcing her to move forward as her limited Yetu burst came to an end.
Then it was back to him being the faster and her retreating. The two danced around the ring like that for some 30 minutes before Bo finally wore her down and landed a stiffened palm to her chest. That knocked her back and for a split second left her vulnerable. Bo jumped on the opportunity and didn’t let up, punching and kicking her back to the edge of the ring and knocking her down on the boundary line.
“Took you long enough,” Emily said from the floor, looking up at him.
“Those speed bursts are annoying,” he said, telekinetically helping to pull her up to her feet with a firm grip on her waist. 
“Your consistency is annoying,” she countered, dropping into a slight combat stance as the two reset to the center of the ring. “But I’m going to find a way in.”
“You will try,” Bo said, taking a step back with his left foot and waving the fingers on his right hand, motioning her to come at him. 
She did exactly that, but instead of going back to the punching game she activated another Yetu burst, feeling the small reservoir of strength in her flow out as she darted in to a punch towards his face to get him to block high, then she dropped low and kicked at his knees, catching his right and knocking that leg back.
Already under him she pelted his abdomen with three quick punches before he got an arm in the way and began twisting out of line…then he suddenly spun back the other way and knocked her arm aside, grabbing her wrist at the same time and pinning her long enough to get a kick of his own into her hip.
Emily went back as he released her and Bo came after her, cycling through another round of arm to arm combat before he slipped through and knocked her out of the ring…this time with her staying on her feet.
They both moved back to center again, this time without any comments, and began again. Both trailblazers were a flurry of arms and occasional kicks, with Emily pressing Bo through her Yetu and him pressing her through his consistent ‘semi-Yetu’ that his Sav gave him. Bo won out on most of their head to heads, but Emily got him enough times to give him a feeling of where he was weak, as well as giving him a wealth of practice just moving that fast. 
Everyone else was always slower than him and would fatigue with time, mainly from them being punch drunk, but her ability to come back at him and put him on the defensive also allowed her a moment to collect herself, thus extending their sparring to the length that both of them gained considerable experience from.
Sweat soaked to the point of dripping onto the mats and making them slippery with tiny puddles, Emily finally raised a hand and called it quits when Bo motioned for her to come at him again.
“Enough for today,” she said, standing up straight and pulling her hair tie off. Several strands had escaped it and she put them back into place, reforming her telltale short ponytail. 
“Slacker,” Bo joked, but his arms were starting to get a little sore anyway from all the blocking. “Where you headed?”
“Pool. My swimming scores are pulling down my levels. Aquatics is my bane right now.”
“I’m headed to the simulator for the next hour. Aerial is pulling me down and I’m sitting on level 99 by a hair. I really want padawan.”
“Same here, but I’m still at 98,” she said, referring to the change they’d made in the Archon ranks. What had been mage was now padawan, with it being required before any sharing of psionics would take place…except for the trailblazers and some of the higher ranking second gens. The idea was that when you hit padawan you’d be paired with a mage or higher, which would be the next level up, but since there weren’t any ‘masters’ to train the padawans they were making exceptions for themselves.
Such was the roll of a trailblazer. You never had anyone to learn from, you were always the ones doing the figuring out and building…with those that came after you reaping the benefits. And in order to make those advancements the trailblazers needed the sharing now, even with only 12 of them having earned the padawan rank and its dark brown armor, with the dark blue being shifted up with the mage rank. That had been Greg’s little wrinkle, which Paul heavily applauded due to it being the color of Jedi robes, all of which had happened before they’d left and the eight of them had sealed themselves away to focus on this exploratory training.
The up side was that they expected to catch up to the existing padawans, and earning that title was the first step towards doing so. Intense training trumped field work training any day, which meant that Emily and Bo were going to be catching up to Paul and Morgan eventually…or at least that was the hope. Right now they were just getting started and still strikers, but the furious pace that they were developing was going to start eating into their lead, and for Bo he was nearing the transitional threshold already…with Aerial being his weakness and the Archon levels being measured strictly by your weakest area, making them a gage of multi-tasking ability rather than strengths.
Bo’s hand to hand scores were already padawan level 23, and some of the other trailblazers had even higher marks…such as Paul’s naval scores. All the Archons wanted to advance their levels, which meant training in all areas, but some of the second gens skewed their efforts towards one area, creating a strength that was on par with some of the trailblazers while neglecting others. Bo respected that approach, but wouldn’t emulate it, for he hated weaknesses.
He also wanted the new armor, which while he wouldn’t have much use for in training he knew he needed to get used to the telepathic interface. The striker armor was remaining the same, save for a few tweaks, while the brand new armor that was still in late prototype stage was coming out to them. That was another wrinkle in the ranking change. Originally they were going to hold off on it and just offer the two options to padawans…which was still the plan, but for the trailblazers they were going to give themselves the new prototype telepathic armor. 
Being the tip of the spear did have a few privileges, plus they needed to work it out and troubleshoot the tech in the field before the second gen got to it. The few that had already been working with the techs to develop it, namely Vitor and Olivia, had said it was more or less ready to go and had already used it on a few light missions with no problems. 
The trailblazers had decided to give themselves access to it when they hit padawan, adding a little carrot to their own progress for those who weren’t there yet. Bo knew the armor was heavily Ikrid linked, with a setting that had the Archon creating a small, continuous link to the technology that transmitted biotelemetry to the powered function and gave one much more agility and grace despite the thick armor. Olivia had said she could literally dance in it, despite it being the most dense corovon lacing to date and causing the Archon’s weight to more than double when wearing it.
They could have made it even heavier, but how far you sink into the ground when stepping was something that couldn’t be mechanically countered, so there were limits to how heavy they could make them…short of including a permanent anti-grav to compensate, which would never work with the way they moved, at least not to the efficiency levels they wanted. 
Bo needed just a few more marks to get there, three of which were in Aerial, so he’d been making sure to get more simulator time in and use it as rest breaks between his physical training. Already he’d adjusted to a 36 hour day, as had the others save for Vermaire, who was already pressing 48 hours. That man was a beast and Bo was very glad that he’d insisted on joining them, for he was definitely competition that was tapping on their egos and driving them on even harder than they normally would be pressing. 
When Bo and Emily split he headed over to the small simulator room and locked himself away in an isolation pod that cut out all exterior noise, light, and vibrations…giving him an exact replica of a skeet cockpit that, since it used holograms in lieu of windows anyway, was essentially the same as being in a real craft, allowing him to get whatever practice in he needed without having to be in an actual aircraft. 
There were always some differences, but the programs the Archons used to train had been developed to such an extent that they were almost indistinguishable by now, as far as rookies were concerned, but veteran pilots knew that wind was one thing the computers could never get right because of its chaotic nature, though by now it did come close.
The trick with Aerial, Mech, Aquatics, and Naval advancement versus Commando was the lack of an abundance of physical skills. Aquatics had swimming, but the other three were strictly remote control of machines which didn’t allow for training increases the way the body did. Paul’s naval skill was pretty much the same as it had been 100 years ago because he couldn’t advance when his ‘body’ was the machines that he was controlling.
So the Archons had developed experience points, requiring repetition of high scores that focused on making their great, once in a lifetime scoring sims normal affairs…as well as giving them an opportunity to pick up more tricks along the way. What Bo had to do to get to the next level in Aerial was, for this particular piece of his division score, hold out against an unending wave of enemy fighters that never exceeded 9 at a time. When he killed one another would fly in to replace it, meaning he had to last as long as he could.
Now, while that score could go up basically forever the idea was to not just have one lucky day but rather to put in multiple impressive runs. Bo had to last at least 10 minutes and kill 150 fighters for a 1 point score, with higher levels incurring more points. In order to advance from striker 99 to padawan 1 he had to have 1200 points on this one scenario, meaning that any bad runs wouldn’t count as anything. In comparison, an adept level 10 had to kill 2 fighters to score a point, with the same difficulty level being used.
Another challenge scenario that he had been working on had him going head to head against a single fighter, with the computer-controlled craft having an insanely difficult setting. The goal there was simply to kill it…which was nearly impossible. To advance to the next level he had to kill it 141 times, no matter how long it took him. That same scenario would be used to advance from padawan 1 to padawan 2, except he’d have to do it another 144 times. 
That was how Archons trained in skill areas, always looking for minor improvements once they became really good at something, but measuring their level advancement by experience…whereas their physical skills required progressively higher and higher performance, given that they were essentially customizing their bodies while they couldn’t do that with their fighters, mechs, and warships. 
That said, Bo’s naval scores had jumped 6 levels since he’d attained Sav, for he simply had better mental processing capability now. Those six levels hadn’t even required any training, he just racked up the scores easily enough and would be much higher in the coming weeks as the experience points came in, for he was getting through what had previously been ‘hard’ challenges that would usually end in failure, in bunches per hour. 
That wasn’t the case for the skeet training, for he was only flying one craft at a time, whereas with naval a lot of the challenges were in ‘Admiral’ mode and had him controlling a large fleet. Already he was noticing improvements across the board in all five divisions thanks to his Sav, and he’d barely begun to even train the ability, making him wonder just how far he would advance until he plateaued and came back to a normal advancement rate.
He wanted to catch Paul and maybe take the lead, but he knew that was a lot easier said than done. Both Paul and Morgan were beasts, and even while they were fighting on the Skarron front they’d be training their asses off, he was sure. He liked the challenge of the situation regardless, and as long as Bo had an advantage he was going to milk it for all he could get.
But that was almost a secondary concern now. He and the other 7 in his training team were beginning to accomplish some pretty impressive things working together, with David already having triggered another ascension, this one being Hanme, which gave him small nodules throughout his body that stored up oxygen and acted as a backup supply. It was something that only 3 other Archons had achieved to date, with all of them being Aquatics specialists. 
Trouble was when you were swimming underwater, holding your breath, and heavily exerting yourself that wasn’t the best time for an instability surge to hit you. David had almost not made it back to the surface without having to dismiss it, but he held on just long enough that when he got back into the air and pulled himself up onto the side of the training pool he was able to force it up into red level on his own, then when Kiran come over and helped with a metal fixed point he made the full conversion and the upgrade…which had him now able to swim and fight underwater for several minutes without problem or a breath mask, so long as he had full reserves beforehand, which took some 20 minutes or so to replenish. 
According to the database that replenishment time would come down with training, and he was eager to press the new ability. The medtechs were also excited, because with every ascension they caught on biomed sensors they got a little closer to finding the triggers…but they kept reminding Bo that he was the key to it all with his supposedly longer ascensions. That theory hadn’t been tested a second time yet, but he’d been making tweaks in his swimming training as a result of what they’d learned from Kiran.
And so the cycle continued, or rather just began. Training with others on, near, or above your ability level truly made a world of difference, especially when they were just as fanatically obsessed with it as you were. All eight of them were constantly driving themselves and helping each other out, barely taking any free time at all aside for meals, naps, and sleep…and reducing the latter down to as little as they could tolerate in order to get more training in, bumping up their advancement rate while adding an extra element to their training that the fatigue induced.
In fact, it induced it so much that only a few weeks later Vermaire ascended to a brand new ability…and fortunately they’d convinced him to wear a headband, which he’d been disinclined to previously, not expecting to be able to match the trailblazers psionically. His insane training regimen, which was both longer and more intense than even Bo was doing, caused him to ascend to Inas after three tries…the last of which had Jason nearby to help. 
Inas was, unsurprisingly, an ability that was healing related and allowed one to take and process a lot of stress above and beyond the norm, including fatigue that induced a need to sleep. 
After Vermaire achieved that his ego blossomed even more, as did his schedule. The man pushed himself to a level that Bo couldn’t hope to match in 100 years, if not 1000. The infamous Black Knight now only slept for 5 or 6 hours every 4 days. 
Inspired by that feat and how much training he was getting in…which would invariably lead to even greater adaptation and advancement…Bo added a bit more to his own schedule, literally falling into bed when his sleep cycle came and dragging himself out when he woke up 9 hours later, but he knew it would be worth it.
And he loved it. They all did. Archons needed and thrived off of challenges, especially physical ones. 
Hyperbolic Time Chamber was right…except that this was way more intense, and the gravity was higher. For the variable chamber they used for that type of training had Bo enduring bouts at 12g and Vermaire at 14g. 
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Bo woke up, still in a haze but no longer missing his alarms. He rolled himself out of bed and immediately pulled on a shirt, shorts, and his running shoes, then headed over to the nearby track for an easy 3 miles to wake himself up before hitting the weight room for one of Wilson’s callisthenic programs that had, as usual, the Archons active under weight restriction. That was intentional to make sure they built strength rather than bulk, for a slow opponent was an easy one to defeat.
He latched on custom built weights to his shins and forearms before going through a series of prescribed movements over and over again. Halfway through Kiran came in and started doing an identical set off to his left a few meters and both trailblazers fell into sync with each other. As usual Bo’s weakness came from his muscles, for his coordination and awareness of what he was doing was so much higher with Sav. He had to fight to keep himself in alignment, but succeeded in doing so…which also helped keep Kiran in line by matching Bo’s pace and timing.
After that it was time for ‘breakfast’ despite the fact that it was evening. The area the training group was located in had no windows and they never left it, so time of day quickly became irrelevant, especially with each Archon on their own sleep schedule…with Vermaire virtually being awake at all hours.
After about a 10 minute break for food it was off to the simulators, this time a command nexus where Bo worked on his naval skills, or rather two of them…fleet coordination and gunnery, the latter of which had him target shooting. He could have used manual controls but his mind processed so well that he just kept with the Ikrid link and mentally targeted his simulated weapon with slightly better accuracy. The trick of it was to keep your mind focused, for even an erratic thought could have you aiming the completely opposition direction or freezing in place.
The mind was much more loose than the body, which was why mental control was key to using any tech Ikrid related. Bo found that the physical training actually helped calibrate his mind, acting as an anchor, and liked to hit these targeting drills while his muscles were still warm and the impatient part of his mind was still partially satiated with the previous workout.
He spent quite a long time on the gunnery today, racking up experience points on hard scenarios before getting in a few more easy fleet runs when he checked the time. He wore a watch to keep himself aware, otherwise he’d completely lose himself in the training. Wilson had them on a strict schedule as far as what they needed to get in per ‘day,’ and while it was up to them to figure out how to fit it in they knew better than to fall behind. Bo had to section out his days into time blocks and cut himself off when he reached his limit, otherwise some of the challenges he would get so annoyed with that he’d stick with them for hours until he passed or it became obvious that he had to get to other workouts.
That bit of self-analysis had been crucial, with him now moving from one segment to another as if he was staying ahead of an enemy chasing him. He got in what he could, when he could, but always kept moving forward no matter how tired or impatient he was. By now that had just become routine, with him bouncing around the training area from one individual drill to another before meeting up with the others for team activities.
Those were reserved for the second half of today, and at hour 21 he left the pool and headed over to the psionic training areas where he met up with Aaron and the two linked into battlemeld immediately, not even bothering for pleasant conversation. They’d gotten so invested in their training they didn’t want to waste even a few seconds, with both of them searching for tiny switches in the walls and objects in the room that they had to trigger with Ikrid. 
It was a V’kit’no’sat tech they’d reverse-engineered a while ago, but these switches required two minds to activate, as well as being on tricky timers and pressure sensitive panels. Bo had to stand on one to activate a certain set of switches, or rather to make them live. Aaron likewise had to stand in certain places and do so in the time allotted, leaving both of them hopping around the room while scanning the various invisible switches and combining their Ikrid skills to ‘flip’ them. 
It was training designed to go after another psionic that Kara had told them about, but that no one had gotten yet, as were many of the drills that Wilson was sending them. After completing it both Archons moved to another psionic, and another, and another, staying together for the next 8 hours before splitting up again…with Bo finally heading for food and bed.
He woke up six and a half hours later and began the cycle again, with many of the workouts being the same but some changed. No day was completely identical, but in order to improve you had to have repetition.
Bo took a few minutes and picked up a datapad, scheduling next week’s workouts ahead of time and seeing who was available for what. It took a little juggling to get what Wilson wanted them to do in, but after about 12 minutes of trying he worked out what he was going to do and when, then disconnected his mind from the big picture and focused on what he had to do next, which was another easy morning run.
  
Five months later Bo was working another Ikrid session with Aaron when the instability hit him. Both knew it instantly, for they were locked in battlemeld, with the other trailblazer withdrawing and making his limited mental presence known as Bo dropped to the floor and sat down crosslegged, chasing the mental storm forming and urging it on within certain pathways. The fixed point formed in his mind from Aaron’s presence and he used it to stabilize himself through what was another extra long ascension.
He got it on the first try, taking him some 43 minutes to do so…all during which his headband recorded the biotelemetry of what was happening inside his head. The tissue growth at the end wasn’t as extreme as before, but it still hurt. Both of them thought they knew what it was, for Aaron had ascended a week previously gaining Neritu…the very specific psionic that Wilson’s training had been aiming for.
It was a battlemeld ability that allowed two individuals to link together and combine their Ikrid and Ensek abilities, with both growing stronger above and beyond the sum of the two. The new tissue acted as a binary and created a powerful transmitter when the pair were within a short distance from one another.
Aaron hadn’t been able to test his because no one else possessed it, but once a quick assessment of Bo’s telemetry by the medtechs confirmed it was Neritu and was communicated to them via datapad, the pair immediately adjusted their schedules to give themselves half an hour per day to work on developing it…with new workouts from Wilson soon to follow.
But the new ability aside, the significance of that ascension was the confirmation that Bo’s Sav was going to make all his ascensions longer. One could be an anomaly, but now two had been extended, essentially confirming their theory…meaning that he was going to be the key to unlocking the triggers, with the medtechs already confirming that they were close to finding this one between his and Aaron’s data. 
That discovery would come four days later once they had the chance to really crunch the numbers, and within two more days Aaron was successfully able to share Neritu with Jason through the twin link.
Three triggers down…and many more to come.
  
Paul was in his quarters onboard the Excalibur when word came that the Skarron fleet had begun to arrive, reading through recent intelligence reports that he quickly threw aside, with the datapad landing on his bed as he rushed out of the room enroute to the bridge.
By the time he got there and linked in with the command nexus a good 129 Skarron warships had already entered high orbit around Urrit, one of the most forward Dvapp worlds on the ADZ border and the one that Paul had guessed the enemy would hit first. He was glad he’d been right and was here to assist in the defense, though he doubted this was the only incursion that was happening. The sheer number of the enemy fleet suggested a widespread campaign…or at least he hoped. If they threw everything against one world then they were going to be in for a world of hurt.
Other fleets were positioned along the inhabited worlds on the Skarron front, with the trailblazers playing a game of chess that hadn’t officially started. They split up their reinforcements as they chose, but to date no word had come through the relay network of any assault, suggesting that Paul was going to get the first one to deal with…which was what he wanted.
The arrival of the Skarrons had already gone out over the comm network, just in case they managed to knock it out…though they had several long range Star Force transmitters scattered across the system to prevent an easy takedown. That said, they weren’t going to take any chances and intended to keep transmitting updates as they had them. That news wouldn’t make it to the nearby systems for days, but the sooner they got word out the better.
Right now that was someone else’s concern, orchestrating the orbital defenses was Paul’s…or rather the Star Force part. The Dvapp were loosely coordinating with him but their fleet outnumbered his 6 to 1, despite him having brought Mainline, Clan, Axius, and Canderous units in to both counter any assault here and give him the ability to reinforce other nearby systems if the call for help came down.
All together he had a massive armada centered on the Excalibur, including a large number of ground troops standing by to be thrown into the mix if and when needed. Those jumpships were holding position elsewhere in the system and safely out of harm’s way as he watched the number of Skarron vessels tick up over a thousand…and continue to climb.
The Dvapp weren’t waiting around to count, already launching their smaller ships ahead to intercept the enemy as they came in staggered. Paul didn’t do the same, instead taking the time to reposition his fleet and get the drones out into play. There were three Sentinels in orbit, which were the strongpoints in the planetary defense, and it seemed the Skarrons were respecting their kill power, for they had come in high enough in orbit to be out of their range.
More and more ships came pouring into the system, and soon the Dvapp were forced to pull back to lower orbit. As Paul had guessed the Skarrons had tightly staggered their jumps in order to avoid getting killed piecemeal on arrival. It was something they’d been hinting at in previous conflicts after the Protovic had done the exact same thing to them, and apparently they’d learned their lesson.
But it wasn’t without consequences. Paul saw at least three collisions that ended in either massive damage or ship kills as the Skarron navigators dropped the ball and didn’t leave sufficient deceleration room. That was sloppy fleet movement and something that Paul would never have tolerated, yet it barely seemed significant in the face of so many ships pouring in behind them.
Like a moving carpet, the first ships to arrive moved further down into orbit while the others kept popping up on sensors behind them. That carpet then slowly began to split up into tendrils, each with several juggernauts leading them out and around the planet…but none were coming down to engage the Sentinels or the Dvapp, who were constantly hitting the enemy’s inner flank and killing ships without provoking a massive furball. 
Paul had his ships do the same, except from above. It took some time to get them there, but he had several dozen warships jump out and back in on either side of the jumpline from system’s center, with them spreading out in a funnel cone and shooting into the arriving ships with their cleansing beams from range and daring the Skarrons to come out to engage them…which the enemy was eventually forced to do. Those skirmishes were very one-sided, with the maulers and Ta’lin’yi hitting them hard, but as always the Skarrons accomplished their goal of guarding the jumpline, even if it was at a cost.
Through that cone the rest of their fleet continued to arrive, like a swarm of angry bees that was growing by the second. Eventually there were so many it started to become a fair fight between the two and Paul recalled his ships before they could start taking appreciable damage. Using their binary drives that the Skarrons lacked, they made tiny jumps further out into high orbit, knowing that if the Skarrons did the same they wouldn’t be able to stop.
The Star Force warships could by yanking the planet’s gravity and bringing themselves back in wherever they liked. Paul ordered those ships to do just that and harass the outer flank at will, doing damage but not allowing themselves to get caught up in a slugging match. 
Meanwhile the Skarron ships continued to flow in, passing 10,000 and continuing to rise but they didn’t launch any assaults, merely defending themselves as they spread out in a sea of ships…
Which was when Paul finally understood what they were doing. They knew the Sentinels were going to be a problem, not just here but across the ADZ, not so much in destroying them but by costing the Skarrons too many ships to do so in order to make a successfully incursion. There was one solution to that though, and a pretty obvious one that they were now choosing to employ, made all the more evident by the glut of ships staying put at the stellar jumppoint. 
The Skarrons were bringing in an overwhelming number of ships, not to fight, but to blockade the planet. If the Dvapp or Star Force wanted to fight them, they’d have to come out away from the Sentinels to do it.
Paul frowned, having hoped they’d be arrogant enough to assault them directly, but apparently they weren’t going to be that nice. They also weren’t trying to run troops down to the surface either, though Paul could see some of their transports within the fleet and a scattering more still coming in along the jumpline…which suggested that the ship count was going to get well in excess of 10,000. 
Rather than be bold, the Skarrons were being cagey, which was a new trick for them…or perhaps maybe an old one that they just hadn’t shown them yet. Regardless, this was going to be an altogether different confrontation, with Paul already brainstorming ways to fight it.
Before the Dvapp could do anything stupid he got their commander on the comm and began having a chat about strategy, all the while Paul’s harassment fleet in high orbit was busy sniping ships and picking up a scattering of kills.
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