
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   “WHO HERE THINKS they have what it takes to be a hero?”
 
   Jay sat on the edge of his seat, leaning forward as if being a few inches closer to the speaker would prevent him from missing even a single word.  Jay had heard this talk already the year before, when he pretended he needed to use the restroom, and instead took a seat outside the auditorium doors.  Nevertheless, the words felt fresh and new, and each syllable increased Jay's anticipation for what was to come next.
 
   “...The process will be long and hard, but when you leave you will be fit and ready to come home and protect the world...”
 
   Every year the Academy gave this same talk to the graduating class of every middle school around the world, looking for the next batch of students for them to train into superheroes.  The inspirational speech was always followed by the offering of tests in order to determine if a given student contained inside of them one of the three abilities required for admission.  In the school gymnasium waited the first test, an intricate obstacle course designed to weed out the common track stars from the superhuman speedsters, those who could run and move with amazing speed and agility.  In the weight room sat the second test, consisting of a series of weights that the students would need to lift in order to prove their physical capabilities.  Jay heard a rumor that the first set that the students are asked to lift is 1,000 pounds, and that the weight only increases from there.  Only a true muscle could lift their way into the Academy.  These were not the tests that had Jay itching with anticipation; he had struggled through far too many gym classes to even attempt either of these.  It was the third test that held all of Jay's hopes, the only test where Jay had any chance.  In the third test they look for the mind readers.
 
   “...The Academy needs the best, and we will find the best...”
 
   Jay realized his chances were bleak, even on this last test, but he could not keep himself from wondering if he had simply missed the signs, or if he had a power that simply lay dormant, waiting for this test to pull it out of him.  To be a speedster or a muscle would have been evident by now, but to have that special mental vision is an ability that can sometimes be misconstrued, and Jay hoped desperately that he would be one of those who simply misunderstood what was going on; who had the power but did not know it.  He knew mind reading was typically discovered by the start of middle school at the latest, and he was now about to graduate from middle school, but the dream was still there, and Jay held onto it.
 
   “...There are three tests to choose from, one for each of the three types of heroes...”
 
   Since Jay had heard this talk before, he knew it was nearing the dramatic conclusion.  As soon as the representative from the Academy finished with his speech, the students would be allowed to go to the test sites and be tested.  The advantage is mine, Jay thought to himself, since he not only knew when the speech would end, he had also measured and tested to find the quickest route to the mind reader test site.  Sitting right next to the door gave him the final edge to guarantee that he would be the first to enter the testing site, and the first to find out if an ability lay dormant inside his head.
 
   That is, he would have been the first to the testing site, if an asthma attack did not begin at the very moment the speech ended.  Not now! Panic began to set in as the other students started shuffling past him and out the door, while he could only sit there trying to breathe.  He pulled out his inhaler and took a puff.  It was enough, but by the time he was able to make his way to the test site, a long line had already formed.
 
   It always happened like this; Jay was surprisingly athletic for all his health problems, but in the end those problems always won out.  He would start each gym class as the star player in any game, but before long something always went wrong.  An asthma attack.  Migraines.  Bad knees.  The only upside was that he did not have to face any one of these issues on his own; each problem he faced was one also encountered by either a family member or a friend.  Jay's mother had severe problems with asthma, so despite the burden it caused him, it reminded him of her, and he at least knew he was not alone.  Got to look at the positive, Jay thought with as much of a smile as he could muster.  
 
   He looked down the line to see if he could guess how much of his class had decided to try this test.  He quickly concluded that the entire class must be standing in this line.  So nobody wants to try the other tests.  Jay was disappointed, but he was not surprised that nobody thought themselves able to compete as a speedster or a muscle.  It did not take the Academy's tests to tell Jay that this was an unexciting school, and nobody here comes close to either of those categories.  Still, the Academy makes a point to offer all the tests to all the schools, and this school would be no exception.  I'll wait my turn, even if I have to wait all day.
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY COULD NOT decide if he regretted wearing a watch that day.  On the one hand, trying to guess when the second hand was at the twelve was one of the few sources of entertainment he could come up with.  On the other hand, he might have been better off not knowing that it took four hours and thirty-seven minutes before he could get in to be tested.  Finally he found himself walking through the door into the small room where an official looking man sat waiting for him.  Up until this point nobody had been admitted.  He never asked when people walked out of the room, but he could see on their faces.  Jay had always been good at reading people’s faces.  Maybe that is the first step to reading minds?  
 
   Jay sat down across the table from the man administering the test.  Is he a reader?  Jay could not help but think.  It doesn’t matter; all I need to focus on now is this test.  
 
   “My name is Lieutenant Rogers, and I will be administering your mental vision adequacy test today,” the man began, in a bored, formulaic tone.  “I will hold up a card, and you will tell me what I see.”
 
   “Sounds good, let’s begin,” Jay blurted out in response.  So much for keeping a professional attitude, he thought.
 
   “First card,” Lieutenant Rogers said, holding up a card.  This is it! Jay thought.  He concentrated on the card, trying to visualize what was on the other side.  
 
   “A fire truck!”  
 
   Without a word or expression, Lieutenant Rogers put that card away and held up a new one.  I guess I was wrong, Jay decided.  Ok, now I really need to get this one, I can’t miss too many of these.  Think, think, think….
 
   “A mousetrap!”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers silently put that card away, and held up the next.  Two down, none correct.  The fear began to overcome the excitement.  Maybe I’m not a reader, Jay thought.  No, I need to keep trying; this is only the third card.  What am I seeing…what is coming to mind…
 
   “The card is blank!”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers gave a half chuckle, and put down the card, lifting the next.  Jay knew that laugh.  It was not the “congratulations, you got it!” type, but more of the “nice try kid, but no, still wrong,” kind.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity of failed attempts, Lieutenant Rogers dryly called “last card” and held up another card.  At least it’s almost over, Jay thought with despair.  One card left, then he can go back to sitting in a classroom for the remainder of the year, leading a normal life of asthma and achy joints.  This card is useless, he thought to himself.  Why even answer; no matter what I say, this one card will not change the fact that I had missed all the others.  How many were there, 100?  200?  Probably more like fifty, but even with that many, it still left fourty-nine incorrect guesses.  That is more than enough to prove I am normal.  
 
   Jay looked over at Lieutenant Rogers.  He was sitting there, looking at the card, clearly wanting to hear the response and leave.  If I can’t win with this guess, I might as well wake this guy up, Jay decided, and he began spewing the first things that came to his mind.
 
   “It’s a couple walking through a park, with a three headed dragon in a lake behind them!  Nobody notices the dragon, except a phoenix in the upper right corner which is scared out of its wits!  The man in the picture is named Bob, and he's eating a hot dog with ketchup, mustard, and relish.  The girl is named Sarah, and they have two kids, but the kids aren’t there.  Bob loves Sarah, and is looking forward to surprising her on their anniversary next week.  He’s taking a few days off from work for them to fly out to New Jersey where she grew up.  Bob knows she’s been wanting to go, because Bob is a reader.”
 
   Jay had been leaning back with his eyes closed while he recounted his tall tale.  Now he looked at Lieutenant Rogers.  Lieutenant Rogers had dropped the card on the table at some point during the story, and was looking back at Jay with what looked like shock and confusion.  Jay looked down at the card.
 
   Two squiggly lines.  Jay glanced back at Lieutenant Rogers, who was still eyeing Jay suspiciously.  Why is he looking at me like that?  If I were to guess by his face, I would say I got the card right, but clearly that is not the case.  Maybe he is shocked by my imagination?  Without a word, Lieutenant Rogers looked away from Jay and reached his hand into his pocket, as if to pull something out.  Apparently he changed his mind, because his hand was empty when it reemerged.    Without warning, Lieutenant Rogers sprang up from his chair and walked briskly to the door.  Turning back to Jay as if he almost forgot he was there, he mumbled something that resembled “wait here” and disappeared through the doorway.     
 
    
 
                                                    
 
    
 
   “WE HAVE A reader.”
 
   Captain Williams had not noticed Lieutenant Rogers before hearing his words.  He was displeased by the lieutenant making such a declaration in an unsecured location.  He motioned to Lieutenant Rogers to check the area.  Once he got back with an all clear, Captain Williams allowed the conversation to continue.  “How many correct?”
 
   “None, sir.”
 
   “None? Clarify Lieutenant.”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers opened his mouth immediately to speak, but quickly realized he needed to choose his words carefully.  He continued slowly, taking the time to phrase what he was saying correctly.  “He…did not get any of the cards right, exactly…but he did…read my mind.”
 
   “Are you telling me you were thinking of something other than the cards?”  Captain Williams meant this to be a jab at Lieutenant Rogers, but after the words came out he realized his statement sounded a little more comical than he had intended.  Of course the lieutenant was thinking of something other than the cards; he had been sitting there for hours at a school that clearly had no promise.
 
   “It was the last card, sir, and he had not gotten any right previously.  I was thinking about the card at first, but he took a while to answer, and my thoughts strayed just a little,” Lieutenant Rogers responded nervously.  He had thought this would be exciting news; he did not realize that he would be getting himself into trouble.
 
   “Ok Rogers, what did he see?”
 
   “Well, sir, it was actually a mixture of a few things.  The first was the walk Sarah and I went on last week…”
 
   “Your wife Sarah?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Ok, so he knew you took your wife for a walk.  Sounds like nothing more than a fair guess to me.”
 
   “No sir, he did not say I had gone for a walk, he said it was on the card.  He guessed that the card was of a couple named Sarah and Bob going for a walk through a park.  He knew I had eaten a hotdog with ketchup, mustard, and relish, and that we have two kids.  He also knew that I am planning to take Sarah to New Jersey for our anniversary next week.”
 
   Captain Williams was not sure how to respond.  Lieutenant Rogers had always been such a professional soldier, but now he was breaking down.  Why could he not see this kid was playing some sort of trick on him?  “Lieutenant, that is very impressive if he was really able to learn all of that from you in such a short time.  Think about this rationally though, you and your wife went for a walk in an open park.  Is it not possible that this kid was there?  Maybe he saw the two of you.”
 
   “You are right sir, but that was not the only thing he was able to see.”
 
   “Yes, of course, he knew your name and your plans for your wife next week.  Things that could easily be deduced with a little research.  Your name is public record, and with a quick search through computer databases, he could easily have learned that your wedding anniversary was coming up, and that your wife was born in New Jersey.  And if he was at the park, he may have overheard you or your wife mention about your vacation time next week.  It does not take much deduction to guess your plans.”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers was a little offended by this remark, but he would not let it show.  He thought the trip was an original idea.  
 
   “It is also easy to see when your thoughts are straying, Rogers.”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers knew he was faring poorly.  If he appears to be losing his wits, he could be pulled off of his vacation for reprocessing.  He needed to stay focused.
 
   “Lieutenant, tell me, did he say anything that was incorrect?”
 
   “Yes sir, officially speaking.  He said there was a three headed dragon in the lake of the park, and a phoenix in shock to its right.”
 
   “Why would he say that?”
 
   “Well sir, I suppose because of this.”  
 
   Lieutenant Rogers took a folded up piece of paper out of his pocket and, unwrapping it, handed it to Captain Williams.  It was a picture drawn by a child, of a dragon sitting in water.  The dragon had four heads, and there was a bird on fire to its right.  Captain Williams immediately noticed a discrepancy.  “How many heads did you say the dragon had?”
 
   “Three sir, which the kid was able to see.”
 
   “This dragon has four heads.”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers was surprised.  He looked down at the picture, and sure enough the dragon indeed had four heads.  “I must have remembered it wrong, sir.  I thought the dragon had three heads.”
 
   If he had remembered it wrong, and that kid was truly a mind reader, he would have seen the dragon with three heads instead of four.  Impossible, Captain Williams thought; how could this kid go from getting 49 cards wrong, showing no ability to read at all, and then suddenly begin reading so fluently?  “Fail him.”
 
   Lieutenant Rogers was not sure what to say; he was certain this boy was able to read minds.  He needed to convince Captain Williams.  “Sir, why do we have a reader administer the exam?”
 
   Captain Williams was taken aback.  Lieutenant Rogers surely knew he was playing a dangerous game here.  He had no authority to question orders, and he could lose much more than his vacation if he was not careful.  What is it that has gotten Lieutenant Rogers so fired up?  “Lieutenant, you know the answer to that question.”
 
   “Yes sir, I do.  A reader administers the exam because we can see when a child is cheating.  We know what it feels like to have our minds opened up, and we know the look of someone who is reading.”
 
   “Are you saying this child passed these tests?”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Just before he began talking, I felt my mind being looked into, and when I looked at him, I saw the calm of a reader.  He started getting too much information so I tried to close off my mind and focus on the card, but I was unable to; he had already gotten in and opened me up completely.”
 
   “That is a dangerous position to be in Rogers.  You’re telling me that a fully trained reader was unable to stop mental penetration from a child?”
 
   “With all due respect, sir, you know it is difficult to stop a reader once they have gotten inside.”
 
   “It is difficult to stop a professional reader!”
 
   Captain Williams was furious.  The possibility that a child had just been granted access to a military mind opened the door for some very dangerous possibilities.  Had this boy any greater skill, he could have learned things that would put them all at risk.
 
   “Sir, this boy appears closer to a professional reader's level than most of our third year students,” Lieutenant Rogers responded quietly.  He was done now; he knew the conversation was over.  He was certain he had convinced Captain Williams, but he also knew the cost.  Lieutenant Rogers had placed himself on the side of that boy against his superior, and Captain Williams would not forget it.
 
   “You have your orders, Lieutenant.  Go back there and fail him.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “And Rogers, after you do that, report back to me.  You are going back to base for reprocessing.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   ALL THINGS CONSIDERED, Jay was feeling surprisingly well.  It is true that he had failed the mind reader’s test, and now would never be able to attend the Academy as he had always dreamed, but at least his social situation had improved.  A surprising outcome of his extended stay in the testing room, coupled with witnesses seeing an excited Lieutenant Rogers run out of the room in the middle of his time there, was that rumors were running ragged about the school.  They started out relatively tame, with the general belief that he had passed the test.  This theory seemed to dissipate fairly quickly, since there would be no reason for Jay to continue going to class if he would soon be leaving for the Academy.  Once the only logical explanation the students could come up with was ruled out, the illogical explanations began to appear.  Some claimed he had passed the test, but turned the Academy down.  Ludicrous, Jay thought when he heard this, nobody turns the Academy down.  Another theory was that he was not just a mind reader, but could do it flawlessly, and therefore did not need any more training.  The last common rumor was, in Jay’s eyes, the most ridiculous of them all; that he decided to join the Villains.
 
   To Jay, this idea was not just crazy, it was offensive.  All he had ever dreamed of has been becoming a hero so he can find the Villains' base and defeat them once and for all.  He does not just hate the Villains, he despises them.  A Villain is someone who takes advantage of those weaker than themselves, and abuses their powers, Jay thought with disgust.  I would never become one of them, I will never turn my back on what’s right.
 
   He realized it did not matter.  He had failed the test, so clearly he did not have the power to fight for good or bad.  Jay knew that all there was for him to do now was to put the Academy and his test behind him, but he simply could not get it out of his mind how Lieutenant Rogers had reacted to his joke.  It was as if he had actually been right about the last card – except that he saw the card, and knew he had been wrong.  He might have been able to get this out of his head if it were the only oddity that he faced regarding the test, but ever since he dug into his imagination to pull out the tall tale about the couple in the park, he had not been able to get his imagination to stop.  From the moment he stepped out of the testing room and met the small crowd who had gathered to see why he was in there so long, his mind began forming a stream of pictures.  He could almost see how each kid in that crowd would react if Jay had passed the test.  He saw some of them shaking his hand, some telling their friends, and some just standing there in awe, wondering if Jay was reading their minds at that very moment.  He could see one boy waiting outside the school for Jay to walk out, grabbing him, and beating him to a pulp.  Imagination or not, he had decided to leave by a different exit that day.  Then Lieutenant Rogers walked out of the room behind him, and as he passed Jay could see a new picture, with that guy Bob – or was it Lieutenant Rogers? – Kissing Sarah goodbye, telling her he would have to miss their anniversary again.
 
   But that was yesterday.  It was a new day, and Jay had come to terms with his being declared normal.  It might have bothered him more if he was not so distracted.  With all that was going on, he could not concentrate on any one thing.  Jay found himself sitting in English class without any idea of what was going on.  Ok, he thought to himself, time to focus, everything she’s saying will be on a test at some point.  I need to think about English now.  For a few moments he was able to concentrate, but before long he felt the overwhelming desire to look out the window at two squirrels chasing each other around a tree.  He looked, and was surprised to find that there were, in fact, two squirrels chasing each other around the tree.  Focus Jay!  English now, English…He was back for a few moments, but then a statistics problem popped into his head.  I hate this problem, I can never get it right, and I don’t understand what I’m doing wrong.  He quickly pushed the problem out of his head, realizing this was clearly his imagination once again getting the best of him, as he was not even taking a statistics class.  English!  English!  English! 
 
   “…Can anyone tell me what the author means when he makes this comparison to gold?”  
 
   He means the gold is like their love, which can be beaten and stretched a large distance without breaking.  Jay smiled.  At least his imagination was on topic now.
 
   “The author means that the gold is like their love, which can be beaten and stretched a large distance without breaking,” The teacher responded, answering her own question.
 
   Ok, that was freaky, Jay thought.  With all the excitement the night before he never got around to reading the assigned poem, so he knew he could not have actually known the answer.  
 
   “What about the compass?  How does that compare to the gold?”
 
   The compass shows a representation of their love as well, with the woman being the fixed point, and the man traveling away from her, but their never really being separate from each other.  The thought came before Jay could stop it.
 
   “The compass shows a representation of their love as well, with the woman being the fixed point, and the man traveling away from her, but they are never completely separate from each other.”  The teacher’s response to her own question rang in Jay’s ears, as if an echo from something he had already heard.
 
   “Can anyone tell me what the title of the poem means?”
 
   Jay had to raise his hand.  If he was wrong, he would be wrong, but he had to try.
 
   “Yes, Jay?”
 
   “The title of the poem is 'A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning'.  A valediction is a farewell message, and John Donne says in the title that this poem is a farewell message where the women being spoken to should not be sad, because they will never truly be apart from each other.”
 
   The teacher appeared surprised and pleased by Jay’s answer.  “Wow, Jay, very good!  Ok, now tonight for homework…”
 
   “Sounds good!” Jay interrupted.  “Tonight for homework we will be reading a sonnet by the same author, called ‘Death, Be Not Proud’, and we should be ready to speak up more in class tomorrow.  There will be a test next Wednesday, so we should make sure we understand the poetry completely, as well as the time period in which they were written…and…and…and I need to go to the office now!”
 
   Knock, knock.
 
   “Mrs. Johnson, can I see Jay in the office?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WHAT IS GOING on!?  Jay was in disbelief at the event that just took place.  Did I really just read Mrs. Johnson’s mind?
 
   As he walked down the hall toward the office, his thoughts were so full of disbelief over the previous encounter that it did not occur to him to wonder why he needed to go to the office at all.  He probably could have figured it out by looking at one of the pictures going through his head, but he was ignoring them now.  He grew up hoping he would become a reader, but now all he wanted was a moment of solitude with his own thoughts.
 
   All thoughts of his previous encounter faded, however, when he arrived at the office to find his mother yelling at the principal, and his younger brother sitting in a chair in the corner of the office.  He might have found some amusement in his quiet mother telling off the giant that was the school principal, if it were not for the sight of his brother.  There he sat, shirt torn, a bloody tissue shoved up his nose in an attempt to stop bleeding, and face severely bruised.  Jay rushed to his side and knelt down beside him.  “Donny, what happened to you?”
 
   Donny was unable to answer due to a fresh set of tears that ran down his face at the sight of his older brother, but there was no need for him to; it took only an instant for the pictures to begin to form in Jay’s mind.  Jay could see a group of kids blocking his brother in a bathroom.  He could see them accusing him of something, clearly something foul, although Jay could not hear what it was as he was only seeing pictures.  Then one of the kids stepped forward from the crowd – one who was noticeably bigger and stronger than any of the others.  The boy stepped close to Jay’s brother and, bending down so his face was close to Donny’s, said something in his face with a challenging look in his eyes.  It must have been something vile, because Donny shoved the big kid with all his might.  Donny, you know better than that!  The push clearly caught the boy off guard, as he fell hard on his backside.  Jay could see the anger build in the kid.  He could see the kid get up in a furry.  He saw, and almost felt, a quick hard blow to the stomach.  The next blow came to his head, at which point the pictures immediately stopped.
 
   “Donny, it’s ok now.  It’s over.”
 
   Jay leaned over and gave his brother a hug.  After a wince that told him not to hug so tightly, Donny wrapped his arms around Jay’s neck.  “You’re not a villain, Jay, I know you’re not.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE RIDE HOME was unusually quiet.  Their mother drove in the front seat, clearly having used up her desire to talk in the office, where she yelled, screamed, and at times uncharacteristically cursed, at their principal for not keeping better watch of the students, and not informing her of the rumors that had been circulating involving her son.  Donny sat in the back with Jay, sleeping with his head awkwardly on Jay’s shoulder.  The unnatural crooked position was the only way Donny could rest his head without aggravating one of his many welts or bruises.  It was not just the lack of noise that made the trip feel quiet to Jay, but also the lack of pictures.  Shortly after leaving the school, all his mental images stopped.  Good, Jay thought, they’ve caused enough trouble, let them go.
 
   It had not taken Jay long to figure out what had pushed his brother over the edge.  His brother was brilliant; he would have known exactly what he was getting himself into shoving that boy.  He knew the only thing that would cause Donny to take such a risk, and his words to Jay, apparently the only words he has spoken since the incident, confirmed it.  That kid had insulted me, calling me a villain, and Donny was defending me.  The thought was sickening to him.  That boy was huge, and the beating he gave to Donny was severe.  Jay almost wanted to tell his mother to turn the car around so he could go face that kid himself, but Jay knew his mother would never do that, and even if she did Jay knew he would probably not fare much better than Donny had.
 
   When they arrived home, there was a black car sitting in their driveway, and a man in a military suit similar to the one Lieutenant Rogers had been wearing the day before stood outside the car talking on a cell phone.  He ended the call as soon as the family pulled up.
 
   “Is he alright?”  The man asked formally.
 
   Jay did not have to be able to read minds in order to see that this guy really did not care about Donny.  Part of Jay did wish he could have a few images, in order to figure out who this guy was and why he was waiting for them.  Not receiving a response to his question, the man continued.
 
   “My name is Captain Williams, and I would like to speak with Jay about his test yesterday, and recent events at school.”
 
   “It’s not his fault!”  Jay’s mother looked livid.  “He clearly didn’t start those rumors about himself, and that’s all they are, rumors, Jay would never…”  She trailed off, unable to bring herself to repeat what she had heard people were saying about her son.
 
   “Ma’am, we have no reason to listen to rumors.  This is another matter, and one which we believe Jay would be interested in discussing as well.”
 
   “That choice is his to make, not yours.”  Jay had never seen his mother so aggressive.  
 
   “That is true.”  Captain Williams turned his attention to Jay.  “Jay, may I speak with you regarding what is best for the league of Heroes and the safety of the world?”
 
   It was clear that Captain Williams was trying to play on Jay’s desire to become a hero.  I’m not stupid, Jay thought to himself.  But yet he did want to talk to Captain Williams, because he knew now that he did have some ability, even if it were sporadic.  Before he could respond, the pictures began again.  The clear ones were from his mom and brother, but there were others.  Most of them were black, showing nothing worth value.  A few of them were just faded, however.  One of him, his mother and his brother standing there, one of a steering wheel from the driver’s seat of a car, and one of the back of their heads…
 
   Jay spun around and, sure enough, a car had pulled quietly into the driveway, with one man having already stepped out of the passenger’s side and was looking at them, and the other was still inside the car, in the driver’s seat.
 
   “Will they be joining us?”  Jay meant for this statement to be a show of confidence, but his voice came out weak and shaky instead.  
 
   “No, they are here to assist me should I need to make any important decisions.  They will wait in the car if you would prefer.”
 
   “You need two more people to help you make a decision; well I need three.  We can either speak out here like this, or we can wait for my father to get home and see what he has to say.”  What am I doing?  Jay could not believe he was being so rude to people from the Academy.  Was this not his lifelong dream?  He knew it was.  But he also knew that they could not be trusted, or else why would they block all their thoughts from him?  He knew the black pictures did not mean they were not thinking.  The only other explanation was that they knew how to keep their thoughts hidden.
 
   “Very well, he is on his way now, it should not be long.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CAPTAIN WILLIAMS WAS right in the respect that it was only a few minutes before his father arrived, having to park along the street due to the driveway being filled up with cars.  He was wrong, however, when he said it would not be long.  With his brother in an awkward state between fatigued and overly alert, and the three of them being surrounded by strange men, while nobody said a word…those few minutes were very long.
 
   His father quickly got out of the car and ran over to his family.  “Is everyone okay…oh God, what happened to Donny?”  Jay saw his father’s look of concern quickly change to an accusatory eye shot at Captain Williams.
 
   “It wasn’t them dad, he got in a fight at school.”  Jay knew his father was where Donny got his desire to fight the odds for family.  He could not let his father do something rash.
 
   “Dad, these men are from the Academy, and they would like to speak with me.  I told them I didn’t want to until you got home.”  Jay was glad to hear that his voice was stronger now.  
 
   Jay’s father seemed perturbed by this information, but knew that if they were from the Academy then he really could not refuse their speaking with his son.  “Very well,” he responded, “once I see their proof of Academy personnel, we can go inside.”
 
   The three men pulled out small leather card holders, and walked over to the family with their identification information showing.  With that, Jay’s father led them all into the house.
 
   “Sir, I would like the chance to talk privately to your son,” Captain Williams told Jay’s father the moment they entered the house.  
 
   “How about they talk in the den.”
 
   All heads turned to look at Donny.  His suggestion was the first words he had spoken throughout the confrontation, and it seemed to almost surprise his parents to see that he was still awake and listening to everything that was going on.
 
   Jay knew why Donny suggested the den.  The only doorway to the den opened into the living room, where the rest of them could wait.  There were two windows out of the den, giving an opening big enough for Jay to jump through should he need to escape for any reason, but small enough that Captain Williams could not follow.  Good work Donny, Jay thought, be ready for anything.  
 
   “The den will be sufficient.”  Captain Williams, clearly having taken Donny’s suggestion as an offer from the whole family, motioned for Jay to move into the den.  Once the two of them had entered, leaving Jay’s family and the two mystery men in the living room, they shut the door and sat in the two main chairs in the center of the den.
 
   “Jay, I want to talk to you about what happened in English class today.”
 
   How did he hear about that?  Jay wondered.  He tried hard to keep his wonder from showing.
 
   “Please, tell me in your own words what happened.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY, DESPITE HIS exhaustion over the day’s events, was as alert as ever.  He studied the two men, who did not appear at all interested in him or his parents.  The two of them stood off to the side, looking serious but calm.  Donny tried to imagine what they could be thinking about that would keep them looking so peaceful.  Whatever it was, they must both be thinking about the same thing.  As Donny watched them, he noticed a change come over both of them simultaneously.  Their calm, although still there, wavered for an instant and settled in a mix with slight fear.  Interesting, Donny thought, their expressions changed simultaneously, as if influenced by something that only the two of them felt.  Either they are acting on some schedule, which is unlikely as there is no point to make such expressions, or…
 
   Donny knew what was going on now.  He looked over at the door behind which Jay and Captain Williams were having their meeting.  Jay was not in trouble, he was being tested.  Something had changed in the last twenty-four hours, and they wanted to retest his brother as a reader.  The thought that his brother could really be a reader was astounding.  If Jay is a reader, that means Donny could communicate with Jay.  All he had to do was think of something that Jay would see.  The problem was the two silent sentries who stood in the living room, clearly trying very hard to get into Jay’s head.  If he tried to contact Jay, they would surely notice it.  
 
   “Mom, I’m really tired, would it be alright if I went to bed?”
 
   “Of course, Donny.  Go get some rest.”
 
   Donny had no intention of getting any rest.  Instead, he left the living room, turning left to head towards his room, but once he was out of sight he veered off in the direction of the back door.  Once outside, he made his way until he was in a position close enough to hear through the window to the den.  Now Donny knew he had time to send his message without being caught, at least for a while.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   AFTER EXPLAINING QUICKLY and honestly the events that took place in English class that day, Jay sat back in his chair to rest.  He could not figure out how this thing works; first the images come, slow and steady, just a mere distraction.  They then disappear during his ride home a short time ago, and now they are going again, stronger than ever.  This batch is worse than the rest, since he is finding three of each picture going through his head, and never all together.  The images are flying all about, and he is barely able to concentrate on thinking at all.
 
   “Is something the matter?”
 
   Yes! I feel like my head is going to burst open!  “No, just a headache.”
 
   “Alright.  Well that was a very interesting situation in your English class today.  And you say that has never happened to you before?  You’ve never seen pictures in your head, or heard voices telling you answers, or felt like you knew things you shouldn’t know?”  Captain Williams put a different stress on each of the three possibilities, so that it sounded like he knew they did happen before.  Jay felt like he should say yes, but in reality, none of those things had ever happened before.  
 
   “No, sir, the images first started just after I walked out of the testing room yesterday.”
 
   “After?”
 
   “Yes sir, I walked out and there was a small group of people, and I began to see images involving them.  I assumed at the time that it was just my imagination.”
 
   “Alright, well if you are honest about seeing these pictures, then it means you are a reader.  But unfortunately I do not believe what I have not seen for myself.  So tell me, Jay, what am I thinking about right now?”
 
   Jay began searching the pictures, trying to figure out which one could belong to Captain Williams.  He could identify a few as his father’s, who was beginning to think about work.  He knew a few belonged to his mother, who never stopped worrying about him, and debating whether she should get up and do something.  There were the black images…
 
   Jay! Jay!  Read my thoughts!!!  At first he thought it was Captain Williams, showing him which thoughts were his.  He knew this could not be true, as the thoughts were excited and informal, while it was clear Captain Williams wished to maintain his air of superiority and formality.  This is Donny!! I’m outside the window, if you can hear me, say “Let me see” as if you are trying to think about what that guy’s thoughts are!!  As corny as Jay thought that sounded, he trusted that Donny had a reason for all of this, so he played along.
 
   “Let me see…”  Jay said in a louder than normal voice.
 
   NOT SO LOUD!!  We don’t want your interrogator to suspect anything.  First of all, I want you to know how awesome it is that you’re a reader!!!  I hope I will be one someday too, and we can have lots of conversations like this, except two ways!  But that’s not the point; I wanted to tell you what I’ve figured out about them.  They are here to test your mind reading ability.  The two in the other room are readers, just like you, and I think they are trying to get into your head, although by the looks on their faces, I think they’re having some trouble.  The look is a calm, which I think makes it easier for them to read, with sudden twitches of fear, showing they are having difficulty.  They can probably hear all I’m saying right now too.  I don’t think the guy you are with is a mind reader.  If you need anything from me send me a sign, I am sitting under the left window, and I will help you in any way I can as long as those two from the living room haven’t found me yet.
 
   Jay was impressed.  Donny may not be a reader, but he was brilliant at reading people in other ways.  Jay knew they had come to test him.  After all, Captain Williams had just asked him what he was thinking and was now waiting for an answer.  He had not realized the two others were readers though.  If they were readers, that would explain why he was seeing everyone’s thoughts in sets of three; once from their own heads, and once from each of those two who were reading them.  Since he had already identified which pictures belonged to his parents, and Donny was making it easy to identify his, that left the black ones as Captain Williams.  But why were they black?  Maybe if he calmed himself down, and tried to clear all the other pictures from his head... if he focused on just one of those pictures…
 
   “It’s a trick; you are blocking me from reading your thoughts.”
 
   Captain Williams smiled.  “True, with the right techniques, it is possible to block a reader’s penetration, and I have just demonstrated such a technique to block yours, showing you nothing but a black screen.”
 
   “You didn’t block mine.”
 
   “But you said I was blocking you from reading my thoughts.  There is no need to get defensive over it, you are still new to this…”
 
   “No really, I wasn’t telling you that you were blocking me, your thoughts said that it was a trick, and that you were blocking me from reading your thoughts.  I was just repeating what I saw from your head.”
 
   Captain Williams was not nervous, he knew the boy’s brother was just outside listening in, sending Jay some sort of mental message.  Captain Williams may not be a reader, but he has other ways of finding out what is going on.  While little Donny was sending info to Jay, his readers have been sending him a message through a small device in his pocket.  They told him the brother was spying, sending a message to Jay, and asked if they should apprehend him.  Captain Williams had already told them to leave him for now.  Somehow the younger one realized he would be blocking Jay’s attempts, and Jay read that message from Donny, thinking it was his own thoughts.  “You were not reading my thoughts.”
 
   “Yes I was.  And just then, you were thinking about my brother being outside, listening in.”
 
   Captain Williams was surprised to hear this last statement, although he did not let it show.  He felt certain this boy could not really be reading his thoughts.  Although he was not putting a large amount of effort into his blocks, he should still be able to keep a new reader at bay without any effort at all.  Still, he did not like that this kid was making such lucky guesses.
 
   “Do you want me to stop reading your thoughts sir?”
 
   “If I wanted you to stop I would make it so you had to.”  To prove his point, Captain Williams changed his technique to make sure nobody could read his thoughts.  In the odd case that this kid could break through his weaker defenses, he would not let him keep the upper hand.  He also sent a message to his readers for one of them to apprehend the brother.  
 
   “I’m sorry sir, I did not mean to sound disrespectful.  And you have nothing to worry about, I have always wanted to be a hero, and I would rather die than fight for the Villains.  I am on your side, sir.”
 
   “If you really want to be a hero, I’m going to need to test you again.  Here’s a new set of flashcards, with new images.  I will not block these thoughts.  Are you ready to begin?”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   DONNY WAS SURPRISED to see one of the readers turn the corner of the house suddenly, appearing in an instant right next to the window that Donny had told Jay he was under.  Good thing he was not actually there.  He felt bad lying to his brother, but he knew the readers would come for him, and he had to say something to throw them off.  He had expected them much sooner, but Donny figured they must have gotten held up for some reason.  He noticed the reader stand straight up and close his eyes.  Donny realized the reader was trying to read his thoughts, to find out where he was.  Ok, Captain Williams, let’s see if I can apply what you just taught me.  Donny tried to picture blackness in his head, a blackness that fills all the space.  Captain Williams had said he was trying to make Jay see a black screen, so Donny figured he might as well try to do the same.  His screen clearly did not work, as the reader soon began moving quickly towards the neighbor’s tool shed.  Donny, however, was actually on his own roof.  Good to know; my screen didn’t work, but thinking about the inside of that tool shed did the trick, Donny thought to himself, as he did his best to conceal these thoughts behind his attempt at a shield and mental images of the inside of that tool shed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THROUGHOUT THE TEST, Captain Williams made no sign as to how Jay was doing, nor was Jay able to read any of his thoughts other than those of the cards.  He made it through the cards much faster than the last time, despite there being twice as many involved.  This time he knew he was getting them right.  I am a reader, Jay thought in amazement.  
 
   When the test was done, Captain Williams got up and led Jay out into the living room, where his parents were still waiting along with one of the readers.  
 
   “Please get your other son; I would like to be able to address your whole family at once,” Captain Williams demanded.  
 
   “He went to bed; he’s had a long day,” Jay’s mother responded, not making any indication that she would be waking Donny.
 
   “Ma’am, this is very important, and it is necessary that I address the whole family.”
 
   “I’ll get him,” His father responded, turning towards the stairs.
 
   “No, I’ll get him!”  Jay burst out.  He knew Donny had been outside listening, and not actually in his bed.  Donny would be in a lot of trouble if he were discovered to have been spying on delegates from the Academy.  
 
   “I would prefer your father were the one to get your brother,” Captain Williams stated.  So he wishes to expose Donny.  Jay could not think of anything he could do.
 
   Jay’s father turned and went up to Donny’s room.  A few moments later, he emerged with Donny, who was dressed in his pajamas and rubbing his eyes.  The two of them went down the stairs and joined the rest of the family.  Jay tried his best not to appear surprised.  Shortly thereafter, the second reader, the one who was out searching for Donny, walked in.  He looked angrily at Donny for a moment, then noticing Captain Williams, quickly became serious again.  
 
   Captain Williams looked around the room at everyone gathered there.  They look so normal, he thought to himself, and yet they have one amongst them who has the potential to become the best reader the Academy has ever seen.  
 
   He waited for a moment, letting everyone anticipate his words.  Once he started speaking again, everyone was in full attention.  “As I am sure you all know by now, we have come to test Jay to see if he possesses enough of an ability for mind reading that he would be worth having at the Academy.  We have all the information we need now, so we will leave your family in peace.”
 
   As Captain Williams had expected, the family was not pleased with this.  He knew they were wondering what the results were.  He knew this family, just like all the rest, held admittance to the Academy in the highest regard.  At first the family was displeased by his arrival, and now they do not want him to go.  Captain Williams gave a nod to his men, and the three of them turned and began walking out of the house.  Jay's mother opened her mouth to speak, but Jay and Donny simultaneously took either of her hands, signaling to her that it is alright.  The family waited in silence until long after they heard the door shut, and the two cars pull out of the driveway and drive off.  Finally their mother could not take it anymore.
 
   “The nerve!  They march in here as if they own the place, hold us captive as they interrogate our son, then leave without any indication of what to expect next!”
 
   “They’re from the Academy dear, they need to act mysterious to keep interest up,” their father responded to his wife.  He then turned to Jay with sympathy.  “I’m sorry son; I know how much this meant to you.”
 
   Donny gave a short chuckle, his eyes still fixed on the doorway through which the three men had departed.  “Don’t be sorry, Dad.  Jay passed the test.”
 
   “Donald, that is not something to joke about.  They have now tested Jay twice, and then left without a word.  I think we need to be realistic about the fact that they will not come a third time.”  
 
   “No, Dad, Donny’s right, I did pass.”  All eyes turned immediately to Jay.  
 
   “He said you passed?  Did he tell you that in the room?”
 
   “No, but I got every question right.  I knew every card they asked me to see, and they used twice as many for this test than the last one.  I also demonstrated by reading Captain Williams' mind a few times before we began the official test.”
 
   The effect on the room was not what Jay would have hoped.  He knew his parents would be shocked by this information, just as Jay could hardly believe it himself.  He was hoping, however, that they would get over their shock quickly and be excited by the prospect.  When his mother left the room to find her inhaler and his father had to stumble into the closest chair, Jay knew the shock would not leave quickly.
 
   After a few minutes, when his mother had returned and the initial shock wore off enough for his father to find his voice again, they began to talk about it once more.
 
   “So…what you’re saying is…you are a reader?  And…you can…read minds?”  their father asked, stumbling over his words.
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “Sometimes?”
 
   Yes, only sometimes.  Jay realized now that the pictures were gone.  When had they gone away again?  Jay could remember pushing them away while he was waiting for Captain Williams to speak to the family.  Maybe they went away then?
 
   “It seems to come and go.  During the test yesterday it wasn’t there, and then it started for the first time shortly after.  It continued for most of that evening, and the next morning in school.  It stopped again when I left school, and began again a little before I went in for the second test.  It just stopped again, so right now I can’t.”
 
   This explanation opened up a stream of questions from both parents.  Jay did his best to answer, and after hours of discussion pushing well into the night, Jay’s parents finally needed to go to bed.  Jay knew it had been a long day for all of them, and that his parents were beginning to feel the strain of it all.  Donny, who had not said a word throughout the entire conversation, helped their father up, while Jay took their mother, and the four of them went upstairs.  After putting their parents to bed, Jay and Donny realized they had missed both lunch and dinner, so instead of going back to their own rooms, they went downstairs to get something to eat.  
 
   “Donny,” Jay began, once they were settled with their sandwiches.  “How did you get back into bed?  I mean, how did you not get caught snooping around outside?”
 
   Donny smiled as his face turned red.  “Sorry Jay, I lied to you.  I wasn’t under the window, that was a decoy so those listening in wouldn’t be able to find me.  I actually climbed the tree that overhangs the house on the far side and was lying on the roof over the window.  When that guy came looking for me, I imagined myself in different places, and he went searching in those places instead.”
 
   Jay could not help but laugh at this.  Little Donny, giving the slip to the big bad mind reader.  Leave it to Donny to find a way to use their own mind reading against them.  
 
   Donny continued.  “Once I heard that you were in the middle of the test I figured you would be fine without me, so I led the reader as far away as I could, then climbed back down the tree and quietly snuck back into the house and up to bed.  When I got back downstairs and noticed that the reader was still out looking for me, I felt bad so I looked about the living room and thought about everything I saw.  He must have gotten the message of where I was, since he came back in shortly thereafter.”
 
   Donny and Jay had a good laugh about the whole thing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “REPORT.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I said report.”
 
   “He is a reader, sir.”
 
   “I am well aware of that.  I was in there testing him.  You spent the last twenty-four hours in the boy’s head.  I want to know what else you discovered.”
 
   “He did not know he was a reader, sir.  The whole time we were tailing him we could see that the pictures were there, but he thought they were his imagination.  He finally realized he was reading minds during his English class just before he was called to the office and left the school to go back to his house.  It appears the images are a fairly recent development.  The most likely situation is that the images started recently, and during the test with Lieutenant Rogers he did not understand that the images were telling him the answer.  The other possibility is that it began between the time of the test and our beginning to shadow him.”
 
   “I find it incredibly unlikely that he would develop such a full ability within a day.  Is it possible he has had this ability for a while and has been hiding it, and was just playing with Lieutenant Rogers?”
 
   “No, sir, the ability was weak when we first arrived.  It grew throughout the time we were following him.  The only hesitation in its growth seems to have happened between the time of his leaving the school and our catching up with him again.  When we arrived at the house the ability was back to its weakened state, however it grew back up quickly, and continued to grow until…”
 
   “Until what soldiers?”
 
   “Until he blocked us sir.”
 
   Lieutenant Williams was not pleased.  “At what point did he block you, and how long did it take you to get back in?”
 
   “Sir, his images began to fade when we moved in to show our identification, while we were still in the driveway.  By the time we had moved into the house, we could see nothing.  We moved into full concentration, and got through for a few moments, but shortly after you began talking in the den we were suddenly thrust out and blocked from his thoughts completely.”
 
   “How long did it take you to get back in?”
 
   “We…we were unable to reconnect with the older boy.”  They could see Captain Williams turning red with anger.  They had to say something to redeem themselves.  “We believe the younger one may be of interest as well.”
 
   “I do not care about the younger one; we are here about the older boy.”
 
   “By interest, we mean he may have an ability.”  This statement at least temporarily distracted Captain Williams from his anger, so they decided it was wise to continue.  The one who had previously attempted to apprehend Donny began to explain.  “It is possible that he is also a reader.  He figured out how to message Jay in surprising speed, and even attempted to block me at one point, although it was a weak and ineffective attempt.  He showed no sign, however, of actually being able to read other minds, and we could see no pictures in his head.  It is also unlikely that two readers would come from the same family.  The more likely scenario is that the younger boy has super speed.”
 
   “Explain the basis for this assessment.”
 
   “Sir, the boy was in the bushes outside your window, but the instant I turned the corner of the house he disappeared from the spot.”  
 
   “He cannot be faster than your eyesight, soldier.  He must have suspected you were coming and changed location.”
 
   “Yes, sir, however this was not the only situation to account for.  I probed his mind to see where he was, and found him to be in the tool shed by the house next door.  The door to the shed faced away from where I stood, but I would have seen an escape during most of my approach.  The last instance when I motioned around the left side of the shed to the door is the only instance he would have had to make it out, and he would have needed to have been a speedster to have gotten out and around the right side without my noticing.  This continued for quite some time.  I would look into his mind to see where he was, but he would escape without being seen before I could arrive there.  I lost a reading on him, most likely due to his moving out of range, and by the time I got a clear reading again, it was of him in the living room.  That was when I returned.”
 
   “You have training in how to catch a Hermes.”
 
   “Yes sir, the usual techniques did not work.  He is either very smart or very lucky.”
 
   Captain Williams thought about this for a moment.  He knew it was possible that this was being exaggerated or misinterpreted by a soldier who feared for his position.  He also realized the possibility that this boy was as quick a learner as his older brother, and sent misleading images.  It was clear that the boy had been brutally beaten recently, and if he had been a speedster, it would have made far more sense for him to have used it then to save himself.  Still, in the case that the boy was a speedster or a reader, it would be good to know this information sooner rather than later.  
 
   “Very well, soldier, we will keep an eye on the younger one.  His test is still years away however.  Right now we need to focus on the older boy.  In two days I will go pick him up; I will say he has been accepted, but that he needs to leave immediately in order to make the trip to the Academy.  This boy could be dangerous if he were left to his own devices with such ability.”
 
   “If his ability keeps growing like this, he could be dangerous at the Academy as well.”
 
   “Leave that to me, soldier.  I have plenty of experience keeping children distracted.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   JAY BOARDED A small plane with just Captain Williams and two pilots.  Having been accepted late, he missed the flight with the rest of the new recruits.  Jay smiled to think about this.  It was not that he was happy to have missed the flight, but he did enjoy watching Donny figure things out.  The night of Jay’s second testing, him and Donny made bets as to when they would come back to get him.  Jay thought they would return the next day, since everyone knew the flight to the Academy left 3 days after the tests go through the area, and they would need to get him in time to make that flight.  Donny thought otherwise.  
 
   “They’ll be back in two days,” Jay remembers Donny saying.
 
   “Two days?  But that would be cutting it too close; they’d have to get me early in the morning in order for me to make the flight.”
 
   “No, I think they’re going to let the plane leave without you.”
 
   “Funny, Donny.  So now you don’t think I’m going at all?”  Jay had chided.
 
   “Of course you’re going.  They sent a Captain and two full-fledged readers to test you that second time, and from what I can tell you proved your worth.  I think that’s the problem though, you showed yourself to be too good.  I think they’re going to let you think you were not accepted by waiting until after the flight leaves.  Then they will come that evening, and pretend it was a tough decision, and that they just decided you could handle it.”
 
   “But how will I get to the Academy, if they accept me after the flight leaves?”
 
   “They’ll find a way.”
 
   Jay had known Donny would probably be correct, so the next morning they told their parents to expect Jay to be leaving the following night.  They were not happy with the boys’ expectations, but when the time did come as the boys said it would, the parents were ready.  
 
   Donny had been right about almost every detail.  They came that evening, and just as Donny had predicted, they said his scores were not what they usually accepted, but that if he were willing to put in enough effort, he might be able to make it at the Academy.  The only surprise was for Captain Williams, when Jay said he was packed and ready to go.  He said his final goodbyes, and went with Captain Williams.
 
   Then all at once Jay found himself on a plane to the Academy.  Despite there being only two passengers in the plane other than the pilots, Jay was still given a seat assignment.  He sat in the very back of the plane, while Captain Williams sat in the front just behind the pilots.  It was not a large plane, but it was big enough that he was clearly blocked off from the rest of the plane’s inhabitants.  Since he could not speak with any of them, he decided it would be a good time to practice his mind reading.  He focused on the pilot, trying to envision what his thoughts would be.
 
   Nothing.  Jay sat back, trying to relax and be calm.  Nothing.  Maybe if I clear my head of my own thoughts.  He tried this, and still, no pictures came into his mind.  Jay continued trying to read their minds, using different techniques and strategies, for the next hour of the flight before giving up.  What’s making the difference?  Jay wondered.  He was a little aggravated by its sudden appearances and disappearances.  He wanted them to just stay constant, so he could figure out how to sort through them, how to push them back when he needs to think for himself, and most of all how to bring them forward when he needed to.  The fact is, he has not had a single picture since the day of his second test.  Jay began to doubt his abilities now.  Was it a fluke?  Did I temporarily gain the powers, and now they’re gone?  What if they don’t return; what will I do at the Academy?  Jay had heard the stories of people with the ability to mind read.  They all said that once it forms, it is there constantly for the rest of your life.  They said the trick is being able to decipher the pictures and identify them.  But for Jay, the pictures were not there constantly.  On the contrary, they were extremely sporadic.  Even amongst mind readers I’m the defective one.
 
   Jay realized there was not much he could do right then about his mind reading ability.  He realized that if he could not practice his mind reading, he might as well get some rest.  After all, I doubt I’ll be able to sleep once I arrive at the Academy.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “WELCOME TO THE Academy.”
 
   Jay was surprised at how well he had slept on the plane ride.  He hadn’t woken up until after they had landed, and he was still a little shaky on what was going on.  Captain Williams’ welcome had snapped him back to attention.  Jay looked around, taking in his first sight of the legendary place where heroes are made.  The runway for the planes was out in front of the school, so he was able to get an amazing opening view of the main building.  Jay knew this was probably planned, since everyone who arrived at the Academy did so by plane.  Give them an opening view to remember, Jay thought to himself.  
 
   In his amazement at the glory of the Academy, he failed to notice that another plane had landed, and its two passengers were approaching where Captain Williams and Jay stood.  Jay did not so much see them approach as felt them come near.  He felt energized and light; better than he had ever felt in his life.  
 
   “I’m glad to see I’m not the only person still gawking at it.”
 
   Jay was surprised to hear a female voice, and especially one from right next to him.  Where did she come from!? 
 
   “Sorry to startle you, I’m Zahrah.”  The girl spoke excitedly with a big smile across her face.  Jay could tell she was of Middle Eastern origin, and her outfit told him she was most likely Muslim.  It was surprising to see someone so covered up on such a warm day.  Jay decided he liked the look.
 
   “My name is Jay.  So you’re new here too, are you a mind reader?”  He figured this would make the most sense.  The pictures he’d seen of the strength people showed they were easy to spot, and he assumed the speedsters would be jumping off the walls.  A wrong assumption.
 
   “No, I’m a Hermes.”
 
   “A Hermes?”
 
   “Oh, sorry, I move quickly…what do you call it? Oh yes, you call us speedsters, right?”
 
   “Wow, I’ve never met a speedster before.  Why do you call them Hermes?”
 
   “It is not I that calls us Hermes, that’s the name the school gives us.  There are different terms for the quick, the strong, and the smart depending on where you are on the world.  Here at the Academy, they use the names of ancient Greek deities.  Lieutenant Johnson told me that on the plane.”  She motioned over to the woman who was now speaking with Captain Williams; or speaking to, as it appeared to be more appropriate to say.  So not all of them ignore the students.
 
   “What’s the name for the mind readers?”  
 
   “They call those who can see into others’ minds Prometheus.  So that’s what you are?  Wow, that is a very rare gift.  What am I thinking about right now?”
 
   Jay was a little embarrassed that his ability to read minds was still not showing up.  He decided the best thing to do was to make light of the situation.  “You are thinking that mind reading is a rare gift, and are wondering if I can see what you’re thinking right now.”  To his relief she found the joke funny.  He decided it was alright to continue.  “Actually, I’m not very good yet.  I’m still learning how to use it.”
 
   “That’s ok; I guess that’s why you’re here.”
 
   At that moment Captain Williams and Lieutenant Johnson came over to the two of them.  Captain Williams addressed Jay immediately, “Lieutenant Johnson will show you both around the school and tell you what you can expect from these next few days.”  Without any sign of a goodbye, he turned and marched off towards the school.
 
   Lieutenant Johnson looked nice enough.  She was friendlier than Captain Williams, but still maintained a professional demeanor.  “Jay, did you have your meal early or late in your flight?”
 
   “Excuse me?”  Jay was not sure what Lieutenant Johnson was talking about.
 
   “Your lunch on the plane; did you just finish, or would you be willing to have an early dinner?  Hermes tend to eat more meals than most, and it has been a few hours since we have had ours.”
 
   Jay learned two things from this comment.  First, he learned that Lieutenant Johnson was a Hermes; a speedster, just like Zahrah.  Second, he learned that the ever gracious Captain Williams had never given him a lunch.  “It has been a while since lunch for me also, and I would be happy to begin our tour at the dining hall.”
 
   Lieutenant Johnson smiled, and began to lead them in the direction of the main building of the school.  She began at a normal pace, but Zahrah walked a little faster than the two of them.  Jay sped up in order to walk between the two, but Lieutenant Johnson apparently took this as a sign that they could go faster, and she sped up as well.  Before long, the three of them began weaving through the crowds at a much faster than normal pace towards the dining hall.  Lieutenant Johnson was constantly checking to make sure Jay was staying with them, but since he was, they continued with the pace.  It was not very long before they reached the dining hall.  
 
   “I’m glad to see you’re in shape, Jay.  It will certainly help in the physical part of your classes,” Lieutenant Johnson said after they had gotten their food and sat down at a table.  Neither Lieutenant Johnson nor Zahrah were out of breath, and to his surprise, neither was Jay.  He was thankful that he did not have an asthma attack from their dash to the dining hall.  Jay realized he needed to be a little more careful, since an asthma attack on his first day would not be the impression he wanted to give of himself.
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry; I did not mean to walk so fast, I guess I am just excited,” Zahrah said, clearly embarrassed.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, I kept up, and we were able to get to the food faster.  Let’s just take the rest of the tour a little slower,” Jay said with a reassuring smile.  He did not want Zahrah to feel bad, but he also did not want to dash about for the rest of the tour.  
 
   “Ok, how about you set the pace for the rest of the day?”  Zahrah proposed.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Jay responded.  They began to eat.  Jay had taken a little more food than normal, and at first he wondered if he would be able to eat it all.  A moment later he looked down and realized he had eaten the whole lot, and was still hungry. He looked up, and both Lieutenant Johnson and Zahrah had also finished their food, and were getting up for second helpings.
 
   “Feel free to get more food, if you are still hungry,” Lieutenant Johnson mentioned, before she sped off to replenish her own plate.  Jay normally would have stopped after one plate, but today he felt different.  He felt energized, abnormally awake, and in need of much more to eat.  He got up for more food, but only took half a plate more.  He sat down before either of them were back, and decided to just nibble at this plate.  Within a moment, his “nibbling” had finished off the plate.  He got up for more.  This time he threw caution to the wind, filling his plate as high as he could.  He arrived back at the table to see the others were finishing up their plates.  Jay set in, and before long, his plate was once again emptied.  He looked up and realized the other two were watching him.
 
   “If I did not know any better, I would think you were a Hermes yourself,” Lieutenant Johnson said jokingly to him.  Jay decided he had had enough to eat.  They cleared their places and left the dining hall to continue with the tour.  Jay set the pace, but it was still a dash.  I’m too excited to walk slowly, Jay decided.  The Academy was huge, and there was much to see, but Jay hardly noticed the buildings at all.  What amazed him most were the people.  He quickly realized he could tell a person by the speed of their walk.  Those who walked fast were the Hermes, those who walked regular must be the Prometheus, and those who walked slowly were the muscle.
 
   “What are the strong people called here?”  Jay asked Lieutenant Johnson.
 
   “They are the Titans,” She responded.
 
   The name fit them.  They walked slowly, but they were enormous.  Most were not any taller than the rest (although a few did stand above the other Titans) but they looked like they were solid muscle.  No wonder he had heard them referred simply as “muscles” growing up.  
 
   Jay began to watch those who were walking normally, those whom he suspected were his fellow Prometheus.  So they can read minds, just like me, Jay thought.  As he said this, it occurred to him that he, once again, could see the pictures.  They were different this time though; instead of a stream of larger photos, he saw a collage of millions of small ones.  They were difficult to make out.  As he looked from person to person, he realized certain pictures got larger while he looked at one person, while others were larger while he looked at someone else.  Those must be their thoughts, Jay reasoned.  
 
   They had stopped walking for a moment, and Lieutenant Johnson was telling them about classes and the study rooms.  Jay was not listening, but instead was trying to figure out the new pictures he had.  He decided to try focusing on one person, and seeing how large he could get their pictures.  He picked out someone he saw through a window into a study room, and he began to concentrate.  He let his body relax, and focused just on the thoughts of his mind.  The pictures began to grow.  That’s it!  Jay thought in excitement.  They got larger and larger, thoughts of advanced tactical maneuvers.  That must be what he’s studying.  Jay looked forward to taking that class.  The pictures were almost as big as they had been when it was just a small stream.  
 
   GET OUT OF MY HEAD!!!  Jay almost stumbled backwards.  The words suddenly jumped out of the picture where the tactical maneuvers previously had been.  With his concentrating on the pictures, he had not noticed until now that the boy was no longer looking at his work, but instead was looking right back at him, scowling angrily.  
 
   “Jay!  It is rude to ignore someone who is talking to you, and even ruder to move into someone’s mind uninvited,” Lieutenant Johnson declared in a strict tone.
 
   “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking, it won’t happen again.”  Jay was embarrassed to have been caught in his experiment.  
 
   “This is your first day, and as such your first offense.  These actions will be reprimanded if you are caught doing them again in the future.”  Jay noticed she was not really angry with him, but rather was enforcing the rules that she was required to enforce.  Nevertheless, Jay was sorry that he gave her a reason to become strict with him.
 
   “I understand,” Was all Jay could say.  He turned to look at the boy in the study room, but the boy was looking down at his work again.  Lieutenant Johnson had turned to Zahrah to answer one of her questions, so Jay tried for a moment to send a mental message to the boy apologizing.  The boy was either not reading Jay’s mind or was ignoring it, and Jay realized he can only read others thoughts, not force his own into another’s head.  I guess I’ve found a limitation on this ability, he thought.
 
   Jay made sure to pay closer attention to Lieutenant Johnson for the remainder of the tour.  Before long the tour was over, and they were in the section of the school designated to the dormitories.  
 
   “…and here we have the dormitories, which are divided by gender first, then by class, and lastly by ability.  Jay, this is your room – male, first year, Prometheus.  It is getting late, and classes begin in the morning, so you’d better go in and find an open bed.  Your resident leader is Duke; he is a fifth year student.  He is the one with the beard in the bed by the door.  He will tell you what you need to do next.  Your belongings should be waiting for you inside.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant Johnson; it was nice to meet you.  You too Zahrah.”  
 
   “And you, Jay,” Zahrah responded.  The two of them walked off down the hall, and with their fast pace it was not long before they were out of sight.  With a deep breath Jay opened the door and stepped through.  The room was full of first year students.  So here they all are, Jay thought to himself.  He had wondered why he had not seen many his age around the school.  Jay turned to the bed by the door, but there was nobody there.  He looked around, but nobody he could see had a beard.  Duke must be out.  I guess I’m on my own for a while.  Jay began looking for an open bed.  He quickly realized there was only one left, and it was on the top bunk next to the entrance to the bathroom.  Jay moved over to it and climbed up onto the bed.  He wondered where his things were – they were nowhere in sight.  Jay lay back on the empty bed to relax.
 
   It did not take him long to realize why nobody wanted this bed.  Every time the bathroom door opened, a light that was just inside shone out onto him.  He really hoped there would not be many late night bathroom trips.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   JAY AWOKE THE next morning still lying in the same spot where he had first laid down.  The bed was still bare, and he was still in the same clothes he had worn the night before.  The only difference was that his things were now sitting at the foot of his bed.  He looked around, and noticed that the rest of the boys were all asleep.  He could have figured this out without looking around at the other students if he had thought about it.  His mental collage was full of obscure thoughts and scenarios, and he knew these must be the dreams of the other boys.  The only other person awake sat in the bed by the door, itching the scruff that passed for a beard as he looked over some papers.  
 
   Jay, realizing at once that this must be his resident leader Duke, climbed out of bed as quietly as he could and walked over to introduce himself.  Before Jay could say a word, Duke swung himself out of bed and motioned for Jay to follow him.  He led Jay to a door across the room from the bathroom.  Jay had assumed this was a closet, and from the size it most likely had been a large closet at one point, but it had been converted into a small office just large enough for a small desk and two chairs.  They went inside and Duke shut the door.  
 
   “Ok, so you’re Jay.  You got in late last night, I wasn’t there, so you went and found a bed, and fell asleep.  You aren’t sure what you’re supposed to do.”
 
   “Umm…well yeah,” Jay responded.  He figured Duke had probably read his mind, as this was exactly what he was about to say.
 
   “You first years always think so loud at the beginning,” Duke said with a laugh.  “I put your things at the foot of your bed.  You should probably use this opportunity to take a shower as soon as we’re done here.  It’s 6am now and classes start at 8.  That means all the other students will have the bright idea of getting up between 7 and 7:30 and trying to take a shower all at the same time.  You're off to a good start kid.”  
 
   Jay decided Duke was a good enough person, and started to ease up.  He also decided it would be best to let Duke do all the talking.
 
   “Good choice, I’ll talk and you listen.  I like your thinking kid.  Alright, here’s your class schedule, and a map of the school.  And here’s your schedule for the first week, since it will be a little different than normal.  The dining hall is open 24 hours a day.  Not really something we Prometheus take advantage of often, but those Hermes and Titans sure can eat.  If you get lost around the school, just ask a fellow Prometheus how to get where you need to go.  Don’t be loud at night, don’t eat in your bed, don’t bother the older students unless you have to, and don’t read minds outside of class, and only when instructed to in class.”
 
   “Don’t read minds?”  Jay was surprised by this rule.
 
   “Yes, don’t read minds.  I realize you’re new and can’t control it most of the time, but really try not to.  It’s offensive to those who you read, and it’s obvious when you do it.  If they can read minds they’ll see you in there, and if they can’t, they could probably tell by the goofy look that will be on your face while you’re trying.”
 
   But you were just reading my thoughts.  Jay thought to himself.
 
   “Yes, I was reading your thoughts.  The rule is for you first years, not for me.  And if I ever catch you trying to read my thoughts, which I will if you ever tried, you would severely regret it.”  Duke’s demeanor was suddenly fierce and firm.  Jay knew he meant what he said.
 
   Duke brightened up again and continued, “other than that, just find me if you have any questions.  I won’t be in here all day waiting for you to need me, but at night I will, so approach me then.  Or wake up early, and we can have more delightful meetings like this one.”
 
   Jay realized the conversation was over, so he thanked Duke and went to gather his things for a shower.  Jay had not looked at his class schedule in the hopes of not seeming overly excited, but now that was away from Duke he pulled the sheet out.  It listed the time, place, and instructor for just three classes; Introduction to Mind Reading, Introduction to Defensive Tactics, and Introduction to Physical Preparedness.  They certainly want to give us an introduction, Jay thought to himself.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY TOOK AS quick of a shower as he could.  He had planned to take a relaxed shower since he had gotten up so early, but he was uncomfortable with the fact that the shower room was just one big room with faucets around the outer walls.  He had always been on the shy side, and he did not like the idea that if anyone else decided to take a shower now, there would not be any curtain or wall between them.  Jay dried himself off and dressed in the bathroom outside the shower stall into the uniform that had been sitting on his bed.  He had noticed most of the students wearing them around the day before, so he figured they must be the school uniforms.
 
   Jay stepped out of the bathroom and put his things in the bag that hung at the foot of his bed.  At least I don’t have to walk far to and from the bathroom, Jay thought to himself, reflecting on his bed location.
 
   “Hey, looks like Decathlon is ready to start his day.”
 
   Jay was surprised to hear someone speak so loudly when there were so many still asleep.  He looked over towards the guy who was speaking, and noticed there were actually more than he thought that were already getting up, and that they were all looking over at him.  
 
   “Hi.”  It was all Jay could think to say.  Somehow this made the situation even funnier for them, and those who were still asleep woke up from the noise of the laughter.  Luckily the event was not dragged on, as people started racing to get their things together in order to get a spot in the shower.  Decathlon?  Why did he call me that?  
 
   “Because of the dream you had last night.”  It was the boy sitting in the bunk right under his bed.  Jay had not noticed him there while he was standing by the bed getting his things ready.  Jay was not sure if he should be upset that this kid was reading his mind without permission, but he quickly decided he did not care.
 
   “What dream did I have last night?  I don’t remember having one.”
 
   “That’s always how it is.  A reader can see the dream and remember it while they’re awake, but the dreamer is asleep, so the dream often never converts to their conscious memory.  You really shouldn’t have gone to bed so early, being such a loud dreamer.  Honestly, it’s probably the only thing most of us could see last night.”
 
   Jay got a distressing thought of all these guys sitting in a circle around his bed, laughing at some bizarre dream that he had been having.  
 
   “What did I dream about?”  Jay finally asked the boy, who did not seem in a rush to get ready.
 
   “A decathlon,” He said simply.  The boy must have noticed Jay wanted more information, so he continued.  “You dreamt that you were at the school track, and were competing in a type of decathlon.  You were running faster than all the Hermes, lifting heavier weights than the Titans, and outthinking all the Prometheus.  One thing’s for sure, you don’t lack confidence.”  
 
   Jay was relieved to hear that his dream had been so tame, but he was also a little surprised at its content.  For one thing, he had never been confident.  Even now, he was petrified that the collage of read thoughts that were currently going wild through his head would come to a halt just before classes, and he would make a fool of himself.  He also could not recall ever seeing the school track.  He’s sure Lieutenant Johnson must have shown it to him during the tour, and he just does not remember due to his wondering thoughts, but he is still surprised that it would show up in his dream.  
 
   Jay decided it did not really matter, so he gathered his things to head to class.  “Wait up Decathlon, I’ll walk down to class with you, we have the same schedule,” The boy said, still lying in bed.  Jay wanted to ask him how he knew they had the same schedule, but figured it really did not matter.  The boy swung his feet out of bed and threw his uniform pants and shirt on right over his pajamas.  “Alright, I’m ready,” The boy said, grabbing the top sheet from his bed and throwing it over the rest.  “They like when we make our beds.”
 
   Jay smiled.  This was not the type of person he expected to find at the Academy, but he was nevertheless happy to have made a friend.  They turned to leave.
 
   “So are we actually going to class Decathlon?  You know it doesn't start for another hour right?”
 
   Jay had been so preoccupied he had not noticed the time.  He realized the boy was right.  “How about we get some breakfast?”  Jay suggested.  He was not sure why, but he was starting to get surprisingly hungry.
 
   “Sounds good to me.  I’m Michael by the way.  If you want you can call me Mike.  Or Mickey, or M, or hey you, honestly I really don’t care what you call me.  I figure I’ll get a nickname at some point, everybody does.”  
 
   Jay was surprised this boy, Michael, could be so relaxed while having such a firm understanding of what was going on.  “My name is Jay, but you can call me Decathlon,” Jay said jokingly.  He figured if that was the name they were going to give him, he might as well get used to it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY WAS DISSAPOINTED when he walked back to the dormitories that afternoon after classes.  All three classes consisted of the same thing; the professors introduced themselves, tried to intimidate the students into taking the class seriously, explained how things worked at the school and in the classes, tried once again to intimidate the students, and then were dismissed.  Jay was looking forward to learning more about his ability, and how to use it properly.  Jay liked the way the classes were set up though; they allowed for students to go at their own pace, and made sure the students learned the material before they could go on.
 
   Each class was one hour and fifteen minutes long, and met Monday through Thursday.  Fridays would be set aside as testing days to see who had successfully learned the previous week’s material.  The tests were graded on pass or fail, but the professors would only pass students if they had the material down perfectly.  If a test was not passed on one Friday, the student would have to retake the test on a later Friday until it was passed.  The professor would continue teaching class at the normal time as if everyone had passed, then would hold an extra session in the evenings for each class, where students can come in and go over past material.  Once a student passes every weekly test for a particular class, they can take the class’s final assessment, which consists of material from the entire semester.  When a student successfully passes this final assessment, they can go on to the next class for that particular subject.  There are two weeks between semesters where students can attempt final assessments.  If they pass, they may begin the next level at the start to the following semester.  If they do not pass, they repeat the same class they had previously taken.  
 
   Jay was glad to see there were not many second year students in his classes.  He was excited to learn, but he was also still nervous that he would not be able to keep up.  He decided he would attend the evening sessions even if he were passing the tests, just to make sure he knew what was going on.  
 
   The one thing Jay wanted to learn more than anything else was how to control his ability.  He liked that he was a reader, but the constant flow of pictures going through his head would never stop anymore, and it was beginning to cause him headaches.  
 
   “How do you deal with the pictures?”  He asked Michael while they got dinner that night.
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I mean, you appear to be so relaxed, how can you be relaxed with so many pictures going through your head all the time?”
 
   Michael looked confused.  “Have you tried just not looking at people?”
 
   Not looking at people?  Jay could not figure out what this had to do with mind reading.  He looked down at his food, but the images did not change in the slightest.  “I’m not looking at anyone right now, but it hasn’t changed.”
 
   Michael stopped eating.  “Describe the pictures.  What does the one in your head look like right now?”  Michael’s attention was caught, now that he realized there might be a difference between their abilities.
 
   “There isn’t just one picture in my head, there’s a million.  They keep racing around.  It’s like a collage of small pictures, some moving, and some stationary.  If I focus on someone, their pictures get bigger.”  Jay gave his description as if this was common, but the confusion on Michael’s face said otherwise.  
 
   After a few moments of thought, Michael got an idea.  “Read my thoughts, Decathlon.  What am I thinking right now?”
 
   Jay liked the idea of giving the pictures a purpose, so he looked at Michael to make the pictures larger.
 
   “No, look down at your food and read my thoughts, you said the pictures were the same,” Michael told him, not believing Jay would be able to see the pictures like he said he could.  Jay knew which pictures were Michael’s, since he knew which ones had gotten larger when he looked at Michael.  Jay looked down at his food, and focused on those pictures.  As he did, they began to get bigger.  Once one of them was large enough, he began to describe it.
 
   “Ok, the biggest picture is of a woman.  She is blond, and a little shorter than you, I would say.  She is playing tennis, and is pretty good, despite being past her prime.  You are actually there playing with her, and you are having trouble returning her serves.  She has blue eyes.”  As Jay described the scene, he was able to see it clearer, and the other pictures around also got larger and clearer.  “Another picture is of the same thing, except that there are descriptions around it as well.  The woman is your mother, and you are thinking of how you were never able to return her serves when she got going.  Another picture is just scattered words, expressing amazement of my ability, and a little confusion, and maybe some fear.  Another picture is of you taking a test for class, and failing constantly.  You can’t seem to pass it…”
 
   “STOP!!”  Michael yelled.  Those around turned to see what was going on.  After a moment of awkward silence, they realized there was nothing exciting going on, and returned to their meals.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Michael said after a few moments, “you got a lot further than I was expecting.  You are very talented, the rest of us need to concentrate to see even the first picture that clearly.”
 
   “But I thought you said everyone was able to see my dream last night?”
 
   “As I said, you were thinking loudly at the time.  Also, most of the kids were watching you sleep in order to see your dreams.  For most of us it isn’t a problem keeping the thoughts out of our heads, it’s a problem keeping them in.”
 
   Jay was not sure what to say.  If it’s not normal to be able to see the thoughts so readily, then why can I?  Jay could not figure it out.  He knew he had developed the ability late; much later than was normal, and possibly later than has ever happened before.  Why should his ability be so powerful when those who have had it longer are still struggling?
 
   Michael and Jay finished their meals in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “THERE HAS BEEN an incident in the dining hall, sir.”
 
   “That’s not my concern; take it up with the disciplinary office.”
 
   “It involves the boy you wanted watched, Captain.”
 
   “Jay?  What happened to him?”
 
   “It wasn’t a matter of what happened to him as much as a matter of what he has done.  A classmate asked him to read his mind, and Jay cracked him wide open.”
 
   “Physically or mentally?”
 
   “Mentally, sir.  He apparently was able to see much further than the other boy expected, and kept going further until the other cried out for him to stop.”
 
   “That’s not significant.  We knew this boy was reading clearer than the rest, and if the other boy was letting him in, it would have been all the easier.  Make note of the event, but it is not worth immediate attention.  Is that all to report?”
 
   “No sir.  The boy, Jay, has also had a significant change of mannerisms.  He is eating more than three times what we considered to be reasonable for him, and his movements are becoming quicker.  He also has had no physical conditions since arriving here.”
 
   “Correction, he has had no conditions since leaving home.  There were no problems on the plane either.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  His movements are notably faster during Introduction to Defensive Tactics, or while in the common areas, and less notable during the other two classes, or while in the dormitory.”
 
   “The connection is the Hermes.”
 
   “Yes, sir, he seems to move quicker when around Hermes.  We believe he is subconsciously emulating their movements.”
 
   “Or consciously.”
 
   “Sir?  We would have seen if he were consciously making the effort.”
 
   “You forget, he blocked his thoughts completely from two trained readers before any education at all.  It’s possible you could have missed something in there.  Don’t get over confident in your abilities, or under confident in his.”
 
   “Sir, he has not made any attempts to block anything since arriving.  On the contrary, he has been unusually open…”
 
   “Dismissed, soldier.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Soldier.  I wish to be made aware long before he starts getting dangerous.  If his ability to read minds gets out of control, I want to be ready to handle it as necessary.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “WHAT ARE THE three biggest limiting factors of a Hermes speed?”
 
   “One, they think at the same speed as everyone else.  Two, the environmental limitation on movement.  Three…I can’t remember the third reason.”
 
   “Come on Jay, this is the easy one.  Three is gravity.  No matter how fast they move, they still fall at the same speed as everyone and everything else.”
 
   Jay and Michael had been studying for over three hours for their third week’s Introduction to Defensive Tactics test the next morning.  Despite Michael’s laid back nature, Jay had quickly learned that he was a very bright kid.  Even now, their studying was being conducted for the sake of Jay.  Jay has been doing extremely well on the applied parts of his classes, but the information side was more difficult than he had expected.  Introduction to Defensive Tactics has been particularly difficult for him, as the first three weeks have all been memorization of facts and figures.  
 
   Jay blamed his difficulty with the memorization on his constant trouble with his mental images.  He found that he needs to coordinate his sleep perfectly with everyone else in order to get any sleep at all.  If the others are still awake, he is kept up by their thoughts cycling through his head.  If they are asleep, their dreams are constantly moving in and out, and those are worse because of how variant and sudden their appearances are.
 
   He has also been distracted by certain patterns he has been noticing in the collage of thought images.  He noticed that there were a few images that were constantly there, lingering in the corners of his mind, showing small versions of the entire collage.  At first he figured someone was reading his own mind, and seeing the collage.  He thought very little of this at first, as he was constantly around mind readers.  After three weeks, however, it has begun to bother him.  If these images are due to someone reading his mind, then that person must be reading his mind constantly, as the images were always there.  Jay had wondered if his own thoughts were being mixed in with the collage; that maybe he was simply reading his own mind along with everyone else’s.  He was not quite sure that was it, however, because when he concentrated on himself, the pictures got no bigger.  The meaning of these pictures was one of a million things Jay still wanted to learn.
 
   “Ok, well I guess we can call it a day.  You should be fine for the retake of your defensive tactics week two test, and worst case scenario we can always keep reviewing this material and you can take the week three test again next week.  Things should be a little easier for you for a while, we’re going to begin applying what we’ve learned on Monday, and you seem to do better when you can get up and learn actively.”
 
   “How do you know we’re working on applied material Monday?”  Jay did not recall the professor mentioning that in class.  He feels like he would have remembered something like that.
 
   “Open your notebook to the very first page.”  Jay did as Michael suggested, and sure enough the first thing written on his notes from day one was the syllabus.  Jay could see on the timeline that weeks four through six involved defense from each of the three power groups.  It said that each day would touch on a different defensive maneuver, alternating between the groups being defended against.
 
   “Well that looks like fun.”
 
   “Yeah, right up your ally.  I’ll be curious to see if any of their defense against the Prometheus tactics work against you.  Maybe next week you can help me study.”
 
   Jay knew Michael said this out of jest, but he still felt uncomfortable talking about his ability.  Ever since he learned that he was abnormal, even compared to the other Prometheus, he has been wondering why the power has developed differently for him.  He made sure to block these thoughts as best he could from Michael.  They hadn’t learned blocking thoughts in class yet, but he was able to figure out the basics of some minor blocks on his own.  One thing he was surely getting out of class was that it was his best time to think.  It seemed like his abilities thrived under pressure, when a professor was nearby waiting to see if he could do the task required of him.  Unfortunately this did not seem to apply to the defensive maneuvers class.  Jay wondered if this was in part due to a subconscious feeling that he did not need to prove himself as much to that professor since he was a Titan instead of a Prometheus.  
 
   When they got back to the dormitory after studying, they noticed two signs posted on the door.  The top one read: “Simulation Games Try-Outs:  Next Friday by the Track”.  There were three pictures surrounding the words; one of a Prometheus tripping a Hermes, one of a Hermes running circles around a Titan, and one of a Titan holding a Prometheus up by his shirt.  Jay figured the pictures must have been drawn by a Titan, since even in the picture where the Titan was being bested it looked big and powerful.  The second sign was written in hand writing.  It simply said “Dorm room meeting, 7 o’clock.”  
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   AT 7 O’CLOCK on the dot, Duke stood up out of his bed and began to speak in a loud voice.  
 
   “Ok, this meeting should not take very long, so if any of you are planning on meeting up with any cute Prometheus females after this, you can’t blame your tardiness on me.”  Duke was a friendly guy, and Jay could see he enjoyed joking with “his first years”.  Duke paused for laughter, but the group was too busy wondering what the meeting was about to laugh, and Duke himself was the only one to so much as chuckle.  After an awkward moment, Duke continued.
 
   “As you can see from the sign on the door, there will be try-outs for the Simulation Games.  First of all, I wanted to clarify the poster; it says ‘next Friday’, but it is not talking about tomorrow, it is referring to a week from tomorrow.  I don’t want any of you showing up a week early and making yourselves look stupid.  Second, I actually don’t want any of you showing up at all.  I can’t forbid you from trying out, and I’m not trying to.  I just want to warn you, since every year the older students enjoy going to the try outs and mocking the ambitious first years.  I don’t care how good you are, you will not make a team your first year, and probably not your second either.  That being said, I am required to explain the process to you anyways.”
 
   Jay could see that Duke was trying to speak as monotone as possible for the explanation to make it sound uninteresting, but the whole room listened intently nevertheless.
 
   “The simulation games are organized as a requirement for the advanced strategic leadership class, but it is considered a high achievement for any student to be on the winning team.  Each student in the advanced strategic leadership class will organize a team of themselves and twenty other students to compete.  The games will be single elimination tournament style, with the matchups randomly chosen.  The winning team gets to face off against the teachers in an exhibition match.  It’s actually pretty neat to hear the stories about that match, although the teachers always win…”  Duke seemed to realize he was starting to get excited, and quickly changed back to his monotone voice.  “The games are each unique scenarios.  The teachers come up with them for the student games, and then one of those scenarios are randomly chosen to be used again in the exhibition match.  I highly recommend trying out…in two or three more years.”
 
   With his speech given, Duke looked around the dorm room.  To his dismay, all eyes were still looking intently back at him.  He knew at least some of them would not listen to his advice.  I warned them, and now it’s all up to them.  Duke decided.
 
   Jay could not help but smile over the response to Duke’s speech.  All the students were nodding their head, as if agreeing with Duke’s warnings, but yet every one of them wanted to try out.  He did not need to look at individual thoughts to figure this out, his collage was full of the same things; almost all of them showed excitement and anticipation.  Some were making plans to work extra hard this week to be ready, some were trying to read others minds to see if they would be willing to try out with them, and none were giving Duke’s words of warning any thought at all.  
 
   There were only three groups of pictures that were deviating from this hesitant excitement.  There were the pictures of the mini-collages that were constantly in his head.  Whoever was reading him must not be interested in the games, he decided.  Then there were Duke’s thoughts, which had already changed to his schedule for the next day, trying to decide if he could fit a workout in between morning classes and lunch.  Jay had quickly realized he could easily read Duke’s thoughts without getting caught.  He tried not to do it too often though, more out of respect than fear.
 
   Then there was Michael.  He was thinking about the games, just like everyone else, but he was not thinking about tryouts this year, he was thinking about the next.  I guess he’s not planning to try out this year, Jay thought.
 
   “Of course I’m trying out this year.  I just don’t plan to make a team until next,” Michael responded with a smile, still looking at the floor.  It had not occurred to Jay that Michael might be listening in on his thoughts as well.
 
   “Excuse me?”  Michael and Jay looked up to see a confused and angry Duke looking over at Michael.  Clearly Duke thought the comment had been directed at him.  It made sense for him to think this too, since the room had been silent since Duke finished telling them about the games.
 
   Michael was not sure how to respond.  With Michael’s silence, Duke continued.  “Let me tell you something punk, you are not going to make a team, not this year, and not next.  You know how I know?  Because you are nothing.  Nothing but a first year.  There’s nothing special about you, and no reason why any team leader would pick you or any first year over a student who has experience.  I hate little runts like you who think you’re all that.  If you were any older I’d make you eat your words…”
 
   “Duke!  Knock it off, he was talking to me!”
 
   It was difficult to tell who was more surprised by Jay’s outburst; Duke, Michael, or Jay himself.  Duke was the first to shake off the silence.
 
   “If you ever tell me to knock it off again, I’ll knock your nose off, right off of your smug little face.  That goes for you too, you little snake.”  Duke turned and walked straight to his office, slamming the door behind him.  Jay was really sorry for the events that just took place.  He thought Duke was a really nice guy, who cared for how he and the rest of the first years fared in the school.  Jay did not want to be at odds with him.
 
   It took Jay a moment to notice that Michael was also gone.  One good thing about having the bed next to the bathroom, it was easy to slip away if one of them needed to be alone.  Jay wished he had learned how to push pictures out of his head, so he could keep himself from eavesdropping on Michael’s tear stained thoughts.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY FAILED BOTH of his defensive techniques tests the next day.  He knew the material this time, but his thoughts could not help but wander, trying to think of some way of straightening things out with Duke.  Jay could see that Michael had also failed his defensive techniques test.  They took that week’s test at the same time, and Jay could not help but notice that Michael was looking out the window the whole time.  When the test was over, Jay noticed Michael go to put the cap back on his pen, only to realize the cap was still on.  He had never actually gotten around to writing anything, so had never removed the cap in the first place.  Michael walked out ahead of Jay, and Jay had to hurry to catch up.  
 
   “Don’t let it bother you, Duke was just upset.  It was a misunderstanding and it will all be forgotten before you know it.”  
 
   “I don’t think it will be forgotten that quickly.  A number of older kids have started calling me snake.”  Michael would not look at Jay, but at least he was talking again.  Jay decided it would be best to try to make light of the situation.
 
   “Well, you knew you’d get a nickname at some point.  Personally I think it has a nice ring to it.  Maybe we could negotiate for something a little more exciting, like viper or cobra.”
 
   Michael did not smile, but Jay could see a slight humor pass through one of his pictures.  The instant he noticed it, however, it was gone.  Michael stopped walking and turned to face Jay.  
 
   “Can I ask you a question?”  Michael asked Jay.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Why don’t you ever mind your own business?”
 
   This was not what Jay was expecting.  The problem here is Duke, why would he be getting mad at me?  Jay thought.  He almost expected Michael to answer his thoughts, but after a few moments, Jay realized he had to respond.  
 
   “I’m sorry if it seems like I am intruding right now, I was just trying to make you feel better.”
 
   “No, it’s not that, this conversation is fine.  It’s fine because we can verbally tell each other what we want to say.  It’s the fact that you are in my head right now.  Why can’t you just let me have a few thoughts to myself?”
 
   “What are you talking about?  I’m not trying to read your thoughts at all right now.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me Jay, I can feel you in here.”
 
   Jay was not sure how to respond.  The fact that Michael had called him Jay proved to him that he was not messing around.  He can feel me in there?  Jay did not like the idea of this.  If he can feel me intruding on his thoughts when they are merely a part of the collage, does everyone else think I’m trying to read their thoughts too?  “I’m sorry, Michael.  I’ve told you about the collage.  That’s all it is right now, and you are mixed in there somewhere.  I’m not looking at your pictures, so I am not consciously reading your mind; I guess I’m just taking in more than I want to.  I don’t know how to shut it off.”
 
   Michael looked down at the floor.  “I guess I just wanted to be alone for a few minutes last night, and I felt like you wouldn’t let me.  You’re my best friend here, but sometimes I guess I get tired of constantly feeling you pulling my thoughts from my head.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it felt like that.  Maybe we could do some independent research to learn how to better control the flow of thoughts?  Maybe there is some sort of block that I can do to block myself or something.”
 
   Jay had meant this seriously, but Michael apparently found it slightly amusing, because a small smile showed up on his face.  Jay continued, “and I give you permission to read my thoughts all you want.  Seriously, we have all the same classes, we share a bunk bed, we eat all our meals together, why not just cut to the chase and share a mind altogether?”
 
   “Or maybe I can just pretend you are my conscience, checking to make sure I am staying pure in thought and deed.”
 
   “That could work too,” Jay put his arms up in imitation of a spirit, “Michael, this is your conscience speaking, forgive your friend for his inadvertent intrusions.”
 
   “Alright conscience, you’re forgiven,” Michael responded with a smile, “and my name’s not Michael, it’s Snake.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   AS EXPECTED, DEFENSIVE Tactics class was much more interesting to Jay that Monday.  They were working on defending against Hermes, and students were being paired up in groups of three, one Hermes with two non-Hermes.  The Hermes would tap one of the others repeatedly in different spots, as if they were attacking them.  The one being “attacked” would defend their vital areas and wait for a moment when the Hermes would slow.  The third person would watch and give critiques at the end of the exercise, then they would switch places and the Hermes would go after the one who had previously been watching.  The teacher had given them a few techniques to try, some involving distracting the Hermes, and some involving getting them off their feet to be stopped by gravity’s effects.  
 
   When it was Jay’s turn to be attacked, he decided to try a technique using gravity.  He took a low position in a crouch, blocking his face and abdomen from the Hermes, but making sure he could still watch the Hermes.  The exercise began, and Jay saw the Hermes look towards him.  The Hermes suddenly dashed over to Jay and moved in for a tap on his shoulder.  Jay instinctively crouched a little further, and to the surprise of both him and the Hermes, he dodged the tap.  The Hermes was immediately caught off balance, stumbling past Jay.  Jay realized this was the position to finish the technique, so he grabbed one of the Hermes flailing arms in his left hand, scooped up the Hermes legs with his right hand, and suspended the Hermes in the air.  
 
   “Stop,” the teacher called to the class.  He walked over to where Jay stood.  “Put your classmate down.”
 
   Jay looked down and noticed that the Hermes was still suspended in his arms.  He had been so surprised at how quickly the technique had worked that he had forgotten to finish the move by pinning the Hermes on the ground.  Jay quickly let the boy back onto his feet.
 
   “How many touches were landed before the attack was stopped?” the teacher asked the Titan who was observing the maneuver.
 
   “None sir, the larger Hermes stopped the smaller Hermes before the first touch,” the Titan responded.
 
   “Oh, are you a Hermes?  I have in my records that you’re a Prometheus,” the teacher asked Jay.  
 
   “No sir, your records are correct, I am a Prometheus,” Jay responded.  He did not like that the whole class was watching them.
 
   “Is it true that the Hermes did not get any touches on you?” the teacher asked.
 
   “NO!”  The Hermes chimed in, before Jay could respond.  “I definitely landed a few before being stopped.”
 
   Jay was about to correct the boy, but thought better of it.  He had embarrassed him enough with stopping him so fast; he decided not to make the situation any tenser.
 
   “Still, that was impressive how quickly the stop was accomplished.  The one critique I have for you Jay is that you did not finish the move.  The Hermes had an arm free, and with their accelerated speed, a single free arm could spell damage for you, especially since both your arms were tied.  Other than this, it was quite impressive.  Ok, everyone, same partners one more time.”
 
   Jay could see how fired up the Hermes was now.  He knew the Hermes would not go easy on him again.  Jay crouched down into the same position, and got ready for the attack.  The Hermes immediately moved around back, and began tapping at him, hard.  After a few touches on the back, the Hermes began moving around the side.  The Hermes took an unexpected jab to Jay’s side, causing him to twist slightly.  The twist caused Jay’s face to rise from the protection of his arms, and both Jay and the Hermes noticed it immediately.  The Hermes swung at Jay’s face, but Jay lifted his arm and blocked the attack.  That was lucky.  Jay thought to himself.  The lift exposed Jay’s stomach, and the Hermes went for that, but Jay blocked it once again.  Why isn’t he moving faster?  Jay saw another attack coming, this time not just a tap but a full-fledged swing, which Jay dodged with a quick move of his head.  Jay realized he was no longer crouching, but standing fully upright.  In this position, the Hermes should be able to finish him easily.  Another swing, another block.  Am I moving faster than him?  Jay thought with amazement.  He noticed that the other fights had all stopped, and everyone was watching them now.  I have to end this.  Jay decided.  The next swing the Hermes took at Jay’s face, Jay caught the boy’s hand and swung him around, so that the arm was being twisted behind his back.  The boy tried to kick out at him with his leg, but Jay caught this in the other arm.  It was finished, the Hermes was completely immobilized.  
 
   “Class dismissed,” was all the teacher could think to say.  Nobody moved.  Jay let go of the Hermes’s leg so he could put it down, then let go of the arm.  The Hermes clearly wanted to attack Jay, but with the whole class and the teacher watching, he refrained.  
 
   “I said class dismissed!” the teacher roared.  When a Titan yells, everybody listens.  The class all grabbed their belongings and began filing out of the room.  “Jay, you stay here,” the teacher called out.
 
   Once the other students had left, with Michael being the last to leave the room and giving a final look back at Jay before stepping out, the teacher walked menacingly over to where Jay stood.  For a moment Jay thought the teacher was going to attack him, but he knew the teacher would know better than that.  “Do you know how much trouble you are in?”  He growled down at Jay.
 
   “No sir, I don’t,” Jay responded honestly.
 
   “Lying to a professor is serious.  This school can be dangerous if left unchecked, and you brought danger into this classroom.  This was supposed to be a defensive exercise, not an exhibition fight between Hermes.”
 
   “But I am not a Hermes, I am a Prome…”
 
   “You are a Hermes, I saw you move!  Don’t lie to me as if I am some sort of idiot!”
 
   “No, sir, I do not believe you are an idiot.  But if you check the records, I am here as a Prometheus.  I am in the Prometheus dorm, and I am taking all Prometheus classes.”
 
   “That doesn’t make you a Prometheus.  That just means you were misfiled.  You have to be able to read minds to be a Prometheus!  You are a Hermes!”
 
   Jay realized there was only one way to convince his teacher.  “Think of a number,” Jay said.
 
   “I’m not going to play this game with you…”
 
   “You’re thinking of the number 3.”  Despite the objection, Jay could see a three come up on the teacher’s mental pictures.  “Think of another number.”
 
   The teacher was angry, but decided this was a game worth playing.  “Ok, I’ve got one.”
 
   “You’re thinking of the number 45,071,440.”
 
   The teacher paused for a moment, his anger quickly diminishing.  “Ok, I have another number in my mind.”
 
   “No you don’t,” Jay responded, “you are thinking about a barn that you played in as a kid.  I don’t see any numbers in your thoughts.”
 
   “Now wait a minute,” the teacher began, but being unable to think of something to say next, he closed his mouth.  After a few moments, he began again, “I am going to warn you just once.  If you are not a mind reader and pretend to be, your time at this school will be extremely difficult.  Whatever tricks you’re playing now won’t work when your classes reach more advanced topics.  The smart thing to do would be to stop playing games and move into the Hermes classes.”
 
   “There are no games being played here, sir.  I am a Prometheus, and have been reading minds very successfully.  If I moved unusually fast today, it was the first time I’ve done so.  I am not a Hermes, I just got lucky.”
 
   The Titan of a teacher stepped back to think, and the motion gave Jay the feeling as if he had just been released from bondage.  With no more to discuss, the teacher decided it was time to move on with the day.  “Very well.  Good work in class today then.  Tomorrow will be defense against Prometheus, so your mind reading will be put to the test then.  You are dismissed.”
 
   As Jay walked through the door exiting class, he immediately noticed Michael leaning against the wall outside the door with a big smile spread across his face.  “Have you been eavesdropping?”  Jay asked him.
 
   “Yup,” he admitted without remorse.  “You were talking too quietly to hear, so I read your mind.  The teacher was talking loud enough for the whole hall to hear, which is good, because I wouldn’t want to read a teacher’s thoughts.  Besides, he didn’t give me permission to read his thoughts whenever I wanted, like you did.”
 
   Jay smiled.  He did not mind Michael listening in at all.  It was comforting to know he was not really in there alone.
 
   “So you’re a Hermes now too, eh?”  Michael asked cheerfully.
 
   “No, I’m just a Prometheus, I just got lucky, and he wasn’t really moving that fast.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?  He was moving faster than any of the other Hermes in the class!  That guy was out to get you, and from what I can see, he was moving as fast as he could.  The only person there moving at a speed comparable to him was you.”
 
   Jay heard what Michael said, but he did not fully believe it.  From where Jay stood, it did not seem to him like either of them were moving unusually fast.  He had felt more agile and alert than normal, but that was just his adrenaline over the activity, wasn’t it?  
 
   Jay could see that the rumors of that class’s activities were spreading quickly by the looks he was getting by many of the other kids in the hall as they walked.  He did not like all this attention.  “Hey Michael, how about we go get a private practice room and I’ll teach you that move.”
 
   Michael laughed.  “Ok Decathlon, you can try, just remember that you can’t teach a turtle to fly.”
 
   “Or a Snake for that matter.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   “SIR, WE HAVE something new to report on the student named Jay.”
 
   “This better be more noteworthy news than last time.  I don’t want you telling me again that a mind reader has been reading minds.”
 
   “No sir, this time it is certainly worth reporting.”
 
   “Proceed.”
 
   “The boy is a Hermes, sir.”
 
   “I’m afraid you are mistaken, it is well confirmed that he is a Prometheus.”
 
   “Yes sir, but he is also a Hermes.  He has both abilities.”
 
   “I thought you said he was just emulating their speed.”
 
   “That is what we thought at first, but his so called emulating has passed the level that a normal human could do.  His movements could only have been achieved by a Hermes.”
 
   “If that is true, this boy is breaking records all over the place.  Oldest recorded development of Prometheus abilities, oldest recorded development of Hermes abilities, first person to develop more than one ability…”
 
   “And longest time maintaining a blanket reading without rest.”
 
   “How long did he maintain a blanket reading?”
 
   “It started shortly after he first arrived at the school, and it has not stopped since.”
 
   “That is incorrect soldier, I know he has gotten sleep since arriving.  Less than most, but he has still slept.”
 
   “He has slept, but the blanket readings continue while he sleeps.”
 
   “You did not think this was worth reporting?”
 
   “Sir, if we reported every unusual thing about this boy’s thought pattern, you would never stop seeing us.”
 
   “Very well.  Any theories as to how the boy is able to obtain multiple powers?  The part of the brain that triggers the development and maintenance of abilities was previously thought to only be capable of supporting one.”
 
   “We are unsure.  The best theory we have thus far is that his mind has adapted somehow to hold an ability in another area of the brain.  This is only speculation though sir.  We could not know this for sure without literally opening the kid’s head up and looking inside.”
 
   “Suggestion noted.”
 
   “Sir, that was not a suggestion, I was merely stating…”
 
   “Dismissed soldier.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MICHAEL HAD BEEN right, Jay was unable to teach him how to move faster.  Even though the exercise was unsuccessful, however, they did have fun trying.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re a Hermes and a Prometheus,” Michael reflected in admiration as they began to walk back to the dorm.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Jay responded.
 
   “How can you not believe it?  It’s a fact that you were moving at Hermes speed in class today.  These abilities don’t come and go as they please, you either can do these things or you can’t.  And you showed today that you can.”
 
   “But what about just now, when I was trying to teach it to you?  I wasn’t moving that fast then, was I?”
 
   “No, I guess not.  Maybe it’s just starting to develop, and you need to be threatened before it will come out?  I’m certainly not a threat, so maybe your body just doesn’t feel like it needs to go fast.”
 
   Jay realized this could be the explanation, but he was still hesitant to believe it.  When he became a Prometheus, it was so clear; he was suddenly able to read people’s thoughts, leaving no doubt of what he was capable of.  With this, he was not sure.  It is true he had moved fast, but who’s to say he did not just get lucky, or that his body was just moving quickly for a normal person?  
 
   As Jay and Michael entered the dorm room, they could tell immediately that the tale of the events that took place in their defensive tactics class had spread fully around the school.  Every eye was on Jay, as if afraid that they would miss something amazing if they looked away.  Jay thought how funny it would be if he could transform into a dragon or something, and justify their stares.  Out of the corner of his eye, Jay saw some movement.  He turned to see what was happening, and felt something hit him square in the chest, hard.  He stumbled back a few steps, holding his chest.  Jay looked up to see a surprised boy standing across the room, arm still outstretched from the throw.
 
   “I’m sorry, Decathlon.  We had heard you were a Hermes too… I guess I wanted to see you move fast…I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “It’s alright,” Jay said, not wanting to keep the attention on him.  He picked up the ball and tossed it back to the boy.  At least now maybe they’ll stop staring.
 
   Jay’s hope was realized, but not to his satisfaction.  The looks began turning away, but now they were throwing casual or not so casual glances in his direction constantly.  Some had moved their work or activities so that they could keep an eye on him while they went about their business.  
 
   The only one who kept watching, refusing to go back to his work, was Duke.  He did not look out of amazement, like the rest of them, but more as if he were sizing Jay up.  This made Jay more uncomfortable than all the rest combined.  With his fellow first years, he at least knew why they were watching him.  With Duke, it was hard to tell.  Jay did not think Duke was reading his mind, just watching him.  Jay tried to go about his activities as normal, and when Duke would not shift his gaze, Jay decided he would take his shower that night instead of waiting for the morning.
 
   When Jay got out of the shower, Duke was in his office, and the other boys were each engrossed in their own tasks.  Jay stepped over to his bed, and noticed a note sitting on his pillow.  It read ‘my office, 0500 tomorrow’.  Jay knew it was from Duke.  He had not planned to get up so early, but he also knew he was not on the best footing with Duke as it was.  Jay set his clock for 4:30 am, slid it under his pillow where it could wake him up without waking the other boys, and climbed into bed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN JAY WOKE up at 4:30, the room was still dark.  The only two lights on were the one from the bathroom and the one from Duke’s office.  As soon as Jay sat up, he saw Duke’s office door open, and Duke waved his arm for Jay to come in.  I guess we won’t be waiting until five for this meeting.  Jay climbed out of bed, and walked into Duke’s office, trying to look as awake as possible, while trying not to be blinded by the sudden light all around him.  Duke sat down in his chair, and motioned for Jay to sit in another chair in the room.
 
   “Are you a Hermes?”
 
   Duke’s question came before Jay had fully sat in the chair.  “I don’t know,” was all Jay could say.
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “Yes, sir, I don’t know.”
 
   “Don’t call me sir, my name’s Duke.  How can you not know?  Can you move really really fast, or can’t you?”
 
   “In defensive tactics I was able to keep up with a Hermes, and the other students and the teacher said I was a Hermes, but that is the only time I had ever moved that fast.  I tried to do it again later, but was moving at a regular speed again.”
 
   Duke was clearly deep in thought about something important, because he leaned back in his chair and looked off to the side.  After a few moments, he seemed to get an idea, and began to ask Jay a new set of questions.
 
   “Have you been hungrier lately than ever before in your life?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ve never been a big eater before, but now I’m having multiple plates each meal.”  This was true.  Jay has constantly been finding himself hungry a few hours after meals end, and has been eating multiple plates of food at each sitting.  Even right now, Jay was struggling with the desire to run out of the room and go get some breakfast.
 
   “Have you been finding it hard to walk slowly, to eat slowly, to move slowly at all?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.  I feel fine in the dorm, but when I’m out in the corridors or the dining hall, or in defensive tactics class, I feel anxious going at a normal speed.”
 
   “Only defensive tactics?  Not in your other classes?”
 
   “No, only in defensive tactics.  I can focus in the other classes.”  Jay hadn’t given this much thought before, but it was true.  
 
   “Why didn’t you catch the ball yesterday?”
 
   “For one thing I didn’t see it coming.  Even a Hermes can’t block something they don’t know is coming.  Also, like I said, I feel comfortable going at a normal speed in the dorm.”
 
   Duke paused in thought once again, then decided to come out with his purpose.  “I was told to recruit you for my simulation games team.  I don’t want to do that if you won’t live up to your rumored speed though, and are just going to end up a typical first year Prometheus.”
 
   “You are leading a simulation games team?”  Jay was surprised; he did not think Duke was taking the leaders training classes.
 
   “No, I’m on a team.”
 
   “But I thought try-outs were on Friday?”
 
   “They are, but that’s just for teams to fill their last few spots.  Most positions will already be filled on teams by pre-tryout invitation.  A friend of mine is running a team, and she invited me to join.  And now she wants to invite you.”
 
   Jay could not decide if he could live up to their expectations, or even if he wanted to try.  “I don’t know if I can move fast enough, and even if I can, I don’t know if I could control it.”
 
   “We would teach you to control it, we just need to know if it’s possible.  Come on, we have a training room reserved, we’ll give you a try out right now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN JAY AND Duke arrived at the training room, there were ten other students there practicing – five Titans, four Hermes, and one other Prometheus.  A female Titan noticed them arrive, and quickly came over to greet them.
 
   “Is this the infamous Decathlon?” she asked Duke with a smile.
 
   “Yeah, this is Decathlon.  Whether or not he can live up to the rumors I don’t know, I guess we’ll have to figure that out now,” Duke answered.  Duke looked a lot less imposing standing next to such a muscular girl.  
 
   The Titan extended her hand in greeting to Jay.  “My name is Jessica, but everyone calls me Hammer.  So tell me Decathlon, are you a Prometheus or a Hermes?”
 
   “Well I know I’m a Prometheus.  I guess we’ll soon find out if I’m a Hermes.”  Jay tried to say this as a joke, but the reality of it made him uneasy.
 
   “I guess we will,” Hammer responded.  “Come on over here, we are going to start with something easy.  You see that far wall?  I want you to run to that wall and back to me as fast as you can.  Ready?  Ok, go!”
 
   Jay took off for the far wall.  He started off going slowly, and then started to speed up.  Once he had gotten to a full sprint, he kept it up until he reached the far wall.  He turned and started his run back.  By the time he had gotten back, Hammer was already frowning and talking quietly to Duke.  They stopped talking once Jay arrived out of breath back to them.  
 
   “Ok kid, we’re going to try something else.  This machine over here is used for training the reflexes.  It is designed to be used for Hermes, but at the slowest speed it works for others as well.  We are going to try you out on the slowest speed first, and if you beat that without a problem we will go up from there.”
 
   The machine Hammer was referring to consisted of a number of bars sticking out from the face of a wall.  The idea of the exercise is to hit the bars when they light up.  Jay stepped forward to begin the exercise.  Hammer turned the machine on, and Jay watched for the lights.  One appeared on his right and he swung his hand out to hit it, but it disappeared before he got there.  Another appeared at eye level, and he moved to touch it, but again, he was too late.  The lights started appearing faster, but he kept missing every one.  Come on Jay, you are making a fool of yourself!  Even if you’re not a Hermes, you should be able to get at least one of these!  Jay kept trying, and the lights kept flashing.  Suddenly Jay saw his opportunity, as a light turned on next to his right arm.  He swung his arm down hard, desperately trying to get the light before it disappeared.
 
   Crash!
 
   Jay’s arm hit the bar with the light, breaking it off of the machine completely.  Hammer quickly turned off the machine, and picked up the piece that Jay knocked off.  
 
   “Figures he’d get the light on a weak bar,” Duke commented.
 
   “The machine didn’t have a weak bar.  This thing snapped along the metal,” Hammer said, inspected the piece in her hand.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jay said, “I didn’t mean for it to break.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  As far as your speed with the machine goes, you were not doing particularly well until that last movement.  I think I want to try something new, something to give you a reason to move quickly.  You moved quickly in defensive tactics, avoiding attacks from a Hermes, right?”
 
   “Yes.  I saw him going for my shoulder, so I lowered it and scooped him up.”
 
   “Scooped him up?”
 
   “Yeah, I caught his arm and grabbed his legs.”
 
   Hammer apparently found this amusing.  She called over one of the Hermes, who joined them quickly.  “Ok, here is the exercise we will try next.  Jay you will get three seconds to go wherever you’d like in the training room.  After those three seconds I will yell go, and my friend here will pursue you.  I will time the exercise to see how long you are able to keep away.  Try to avoid capture for as long as you can.”
 
   Jay did not like this idea.  He was already out of breath from the previous two exercises, and this was an upper-class Hermes who would be chasing him.  Jay did not argue, though, and got ready to go.  On Hammer’s command, Jay took off for the other side of the room, and took his place behind some weights.  When Hammer yelled go, the Hermes took off at a quick speed towards Jay.  Jay saw the Hermes coming, and after less than a second the Hermes was upon him.
 
   “Stop!” Hammer called.  She walked over, disappointed.  “Ok, Jay, I guess you are not a Hermes.  Thank you for coming out to our try out anyway.”
 
   Jay could not decide whether to say thank you or sorry, but what came out was something completely different.  “One more try.”
 
   Hammer and Duke looked at each other, then back at Jay.  “What makes you think you would do any better?”  Duke asked him.
 
   “Well I was tired before the last one, and now I feel a lot better.  I’m also more awake now, and I have a better understanding of…of how fast I would need to go.”  Jay was not sure why he was trying to convince them to let him try again.  Maybe it was because he felt foolish, and wanted to redeem himself.  Maybe it was because he thought Duke would respect him more if he showed more effort.  These could have played a part, but really Jay was just starting to feel faster.  He felt his energy rise, as it did during that class when he beat the Hermes, or during that first day when he kept up with the quick tour of the school.  Jay did not want to show them what he could do, he wanted to show himself.
 
   “Ok, one more time,” Hammer responded with a shrug.  “Ready, go!”
 
   Jay dashed off again, going back to the far wall and waiting by it.  He arrived much faster than he had anticipated, and had to wait for Hammer to let his pursuer go.  As soon as the Hermes was released, she came straight for Jay.  As she neared however, she slowed down, as Jay expected, to avoid hitting the wall.  This gave him the time he needed, and when her hand reached out to tag him, he ducked under her arm and dashed away, taking his place behind the newly broken machine.  He turned to see the Hermes already in pursuit.  When the Hermes reached him, he looped around the machine, and ran off in the direction of the wall again.  This time he was not quick enough to position himself against the wall, so instead he jumped at the wall and kicked off, in the opposite direction, flying over the head of the Hermes and halfway across the room.  An impressive move, but not the smartest one; this put him at the mercy of gravity, and as he fell towards the ground he looked back to see the Hermes quickly approaching his position.  She was nearly to him when he landed, and being unable to get a footing to run away quick enough he instinctually grabbed the closest thing he could reach and pulled it in front of him to block the Hermes.
 
   “Stop!”  Hammer yelled once again.  But I was never touched, Jay thought to himself.  Then he looked forward to see what he was holding in front of himself to block the Hermes with.  There in his hands, being lifted clearly off the ground, was a treadmill.  In his surprise Jay dropped the treadmill, which fell to the ground with a loud bang.  
 
   Everyone around had stopped what they were doing, and were looking over at him.  Hammer walked over to where he stood with wide eyes and a grin as if she had just won the lottery.  “Prometheus…Hermes…and Titan?  Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Jay…I…I…”
 
   “Well, Jay, I have to ask, could you please be on our simulation team?”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   DUKE AND JAY got back to the dorm room in time to see the rest of the students just starting to get up.  Hammer had told everyone in the practice room, all of whom were members of her simulation team, not to speak or hint at what had happened that morning to anyone.  “As powerful as Decathlon is, he is even more powerful as long as the other teams think he’s just a talented first year Prometheus.  Don’t tell anyone anything about this,” she had instructed them.
 
   When Jay told Michael he had been invited onto a simulation games team, Michael just shook his head.  “Careful, Jay, move any faster and you’ll be graduating before the year’s out.”
 
   Jay did not have much time to revel in the excitement of his position.  Starting that evening, he began extra lessons, where he met privately with Duke, Hammer, or a Hermes nicknamed Hummer to work on one of his abilities.  It did not take long for Jay to realize that Hammer and Hummer were good friends.  Each one claimed they got their name first; when Jay asked Duke about this, Duke said nobody knew for sure.  “They just showed up for classes one day calling each other those names, and the names stuck.”
 
   Jay did not mind the extra lessons for the most part.  Duke was a good teacher, and Jay was happy to be on his good side again.  Hummer was fun to work with, and even when she was working him hard she would make it seem more enjoyable by humming a lively tune for them to work by.  It was clear why she got the name she had.  Hammer was the difficult one, constantly pushing Jay to lift more, or testing him to see how much he could carry while running, or how well he could mind read while lifting.  
 
   The big problem Jay found was that he was unable to spend as much time studying for his classes, or hanging out with Michael.  He hung out with Michael for a while during the try-outs, but once those ended and Michael did not make a team (as Duke had predicted), practices became Jay’s life.  He still saw Michael during classes, and they got lunch together each day, but Jay was sorry he could not keep up their relationship as it had been.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Michael said to him over lunch one day, after noticing Jay’s thought on the topic.  “I know how much these practices are taking out of you, and I realize you only have so much time in each day.  Besides, in a few weeks the games will be over, and you’ll be free to teach me all those cool tricks you’re learning.”
 
   Jay could tell Michael was not as carefree about the topic as he was acting, but nevertheless it made him feel a little better about the situation.  They decided to drop the issue for the time being.
 
   “Hello Jay.”
 
   Jay recognized the voice, even though he hadn’t heard it since his first day at the Academy.  He turned around, and sure enough there was Zahrah with a heaping tray of food.  “Hey Zahrah!  How have you been?  Would you like to join us?”
 
   Zahrah nodded and took a seat next to Jay.  
 
   “So how are the Hermes classes treating you?  I haven’t seen you around at all!”  Jay was not sure why he was so excited to see her again.  He somehow felt as if she were a breath of fresh air from the stress of all he had been dealing with; a familiar face that he did not associate with training or studying.
 
   “They haven’t been too bad thus far,” Zahrah responded, “although I’ve certainly been busy.  It seems like every moment of my day is filled with running from place to place.”
 
   “Well then I guess it’s a good thing you’re a Hermes,” Michael chimed in from Jay’s other side.
 
   Jay was surprised to hear Michael’s comment.  He had almost forgotten momentarily that Michael was still there.  “I’m sorry, Michael, this is Zahrah, we met on our first day.  We were the two students to arrive late.  Zahrah, this is Michael, he is a fellow Prometheus.  We have all the same classes and share a bunk bed.”
 
   Michael reached out and shook Zahrah’s hand.  “Nice to meet you.  Most people call me Snake, not Michael.  So are you the one who taught Decathlon here how to move?”
 
   Zahrah looked back at Jay in surprise.  “Decathlon?  You are Decathlon?”
 
   “Yes, I am,” Jay responded simply.
 
   “Is it true that you are both a Prometheus and a Hermes?” she asked eagerly.  Jay nodded.  That’s not all, he thought to himself.
 
   Zahrah smiled, “I guess this explains how you kept up so easily during that tour.  I had heard about this first year named Decathlon, but I had no idea that…”
 
   “Decathlon!”
 
   Jay looked up to see Duke putting his tray down across the table from them.  He was not smiling, and was looking wearily at Zahrah.  “Decathlon, I thought I should warn you to be careful what you say around the enemy.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Jay did not catch on to what Duke could be referring to.  In what way could Zahrah possibly be an enemy?
 
   “This girl here’s name is Zahrah.  She’s on the red team.  We don’t want them getting any information about us or our strategies.”  Duke said all this without moving an eye from Zahrah.  Jay knew Duke was harmless, but he did not like the way he was watching her.  Jay was surprised to hear that Zahrah had made a simulation team, but that was something he could ask her about later.  For right now, he needed to defuse Duke.
 
   “Duke, Zahrah is the first friend I made here at the Academy.  We were not talking about the simulations games at all, and in fact neither of us knew the other was even on a team.”
 
   “She knew,” Duke responded, still looking at Zahrah.
 
   “You did?” Jay was surprised to hear Duke say this, but as soon as Jay questioned it he noticed the picture in his own head that must correspond to Zahrah.  Sure enough, she did know.
 
   “I didn’t know when I sat down.  It was when I discovered you were Decathlon.  I had heard you were…gifted…and that you were on the green team.  I had no intention of getting any unfair information out of you.”
 
   Jay believed her, and the pictures he saw of her thoughts gave him no reason to think otherwise.  Duke was not as easily convinced.
 
   “I should go,” Zahrah said, as she gathered her meal and rose to leave.
 
   “Zahrah, you don’t have to leave,” Jay protested.
 
   “No, I should.  It was great catching up with you, and I look forward to seeing what you can do when we see each other in the games.  Maybe when the games are over we can catch up more fully.”
 
   “That would be great.  I’ll catch you later.”
 
   Zahrah laughed, “from what I’ve heard, I’m sure you will.”  With that she left.  
 
   Before Jay could turn around, he noticed Duke’s thoughts rising up.  Duke was disappointed, and a little angry.  Jay turned to look at him, and could immediately see his face showed the same emotions.  “We have nothing to worry about from her Duke, she’s not one to be a spy.”
 
   “She knows you’re a Hermes,” Duke responded with frustration.
 
   “Everyone knows he’s a Hermes,” Michael retorted.  This isn’t the time, Jay thought loudly.  Michael got the message, and went back to eating.  
 
   “It is true, Duke.  Word of what happened in my Defensive Tactics class has gotten around.  Honestly, I think the fact that it is being hushed up is just causing the rumors to become larger than the truth.”  Jay hoped this would calm Duke down, but instead he became more upset.
 
   It took a few moments before Duke was calmed down enough to speak.  “Team meeting in our usual practice room in five minutes.”
 
   “I have class in ten minutes…”
 
   “Then you’d better be on time so we can get through things quickly,” Duke said, grabbing his food and leaving.
 
   Before Jay left the table, Michael leaned over with a big smile.  “Remember Decathlon, schoolwork, sleep, and even your friends are unimportant compared to ‘the game’,” he joked, then sarcastically added, “at least Duke isn’t taking this too seriously.”
 
   Jay smiled back at Michael, then left for the meeting.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN JAY ARRIVED, Duke was the only one waiting for him in the practice room.
 
   “Where is everyone else?”  Jay asked Duke, a little weary that Duke might be up to something.
 
   “I realized I didn’t have time to get a group meeting together, so I’m just going to talk with you myself.”
 
   “Listen, Duke, you have nothing to worry about…”
 
   “No, Kid, you listen.  I realize it’s tough to avoid talking with a young lady, especially since you don’t seem to talk to women outside of the team very often.  No, I haven’t been following you, it’s just pretty clear that most of your time is spent either with classes, training with us, or with the Snake.”
 
   With the manifestation of three abilities in such a short period of time, it is true that Jay had not been thinking at all about women.  I have much more important things to worry about, Jay thought.  It bothered Jay a little that Duke felt the need to give him this pep talk, although he did enjoy hearing Duke call Michael “the Snake”.  His tone of voice was no longer an insult when he said this, but rather a reference to a name; a definite improvement.
 
   Duke continued.  “Kid, what you do, and who you spend your time with is your business.  The problem here is that red team is expected to win this thing hands down.  The only people who don’t believe that their victory is a sure thing, from what I can see, are the members of our team.  I don’t know how you’ll do when game time arrives; you are a force to be reckoned with considering your physical and mental ability, but being a first year you are still not refined.  Games aside though, you have already contributed substantially to this team by giving everyone hope.  Before you started coming to practice it was like our team was in this out of formality.  Once you arrived, and everyone realized we had a major secret weapon in our pockets, they began to wonder if we actually stood a chance, and have begun to work harder and reach for that big win.  I don’t want to ruin your chances with that girl, but I also don’t want to see our team crumble before the games even start because word gets out about all you can actually do.”
 
   Jay wanted to argue with Duke.  He wanted to tell Duke to mind his own business, and that this was just a game.  The problem was that Jay realized Duke was right.  Maybe this was just a game, but it was a game that all the students held in high regard.  It was an opportunity for them to prove what they could do, as individuals and as a team.  And for many, it was one last opportunity to prove their worth before graduating.  “Duke, let’s win this thing.”
 
   Duke smiled at Jay.  “Thanks kid.”
 
   “Can I ask you just one question though?”
 
   “Sure, what’s up?”
 
   “I’ve been wondering this for a while.  All the other upper level students have nicknames, and most of the first years already do too.  Why don’t you?”
 
   Duke laughed.  “Actually Decathlon, Duke is my nickname.  I guess when I am tracking thoughts I put my nose in the air like a dog.  I’m glad Duke was the dog name that stuck, because at first I was called Rex.  I don’t know, Rex just doesn’t sound as cool as Duke.  My real name is William.”
 
   “William?  Really?  You don’t look at all like a William.”
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s my name nevertheless.  Do me a favor and keep it to yourself though.  People know me as Duke, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
 
   “Don’t worry William, you can count on me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE FIRST CHANCE Jay got, he went to the announcements board near the dorms where the team lists were posted.  After tryouts had ended each team posted who would be on the team on these boards, and they had never been taken down.  Jay looked at the sheet for red team, but Zahrah’s name was not there.  Instead, the list was organized by their nicknames.  It hadn’t occurred to Jay to find out what her nickname was.
 
   “What’cha looking for Decathlon?”  Jay turned around, and sure enough Duke was standing there.
 
   “I was just… I was trying to see who we were up against.”
 
   “Well then you’ve asked the right person, because I was assigned the responsibility of researching the other teams by the great Hammer herself.”  Jay thought about telling Duke that he actually never asked him about it at all, but he saw how proud Duke was to be the bearer of this information, and decided it would be better for him to just listen.
 
   “The sheet you’re looking at now is red team.  It’s the only team that is distributed perfectly even, with seven Prometheus, seven Titans, and seven Hermes.  The leader of the team is Brain, a Prometheus that is known for being able to see people’s thoughts before they do.  He is the top of all his classes, and everyone wanted to be on his team.  As such, he has had the pick of the upper-class students.  These fourteen students are seniors, meaning they have been here for at least six years.  These six are fifth year students, who are good enough to be sixth years.  And this one is your girlfriend.”  Duke pointed to the last name on the list.  The name read Sapphire.  
 
   “How did she make the team if it is so prestigious?”  Jay could not help but asking, ignoring the fact that Duke was referring to her as his girlfriend, clearly to poke fun at him.
 
   “Here’s the story that I heard.  Brain goes out to the track every morning to work out.  Apparently so does you’re girl Zahrah.  Brain saw that she was running really fast, even for a Hermes, and decided to clock her one day.  He realized she was running at a speed that was comparable to the top Hermes, which, by the way were already on his team, and so he asked her right then and there to join his team as well.  That was the second week of school.”
 
   Jay got a picture in his head of Zahrah out running, and a creepy sixth year guy hiding in the shadows watching her.  Jay could not help but dislike Brain at that moment, even though he knew his dislike was unjustified.  Jay decided it would be good to continue talking, in order to keep himself from thinking too much about this.  “Duke, did you happen to look into why she came late to school?  She arrived at the same time as me.”
 
   “Of course I looked into it, you arrived late and look what you turned out to be!  From what I’d gathered she originally did not take the test to get into the Academy.  Then when the Academy heard about her, they approached her and accepted her anyways, but she turned them down.  She is one of five children, and her parents are out of work, so she wanted to use her ability to provide for her family.  The Academy was finally able to convince her to come after they assured her that they would take care of her family.  Even after accepting those conditions, she refused to go until she saw with her own eyes that they were bringing food and clothes to her family.  It doesn’t sound like she has multiple abilities like you, but we have to be prepared for anything.”
 
   Jay thought back to his own family.  It was difficult to think about them; he missed them very much, and hated that he had to leave so suddenly.  At least he knew they were able to take care of themselves.  He could only imagine how hard this must be for Zahrah, knowing that her family was just getting by with help from the Academy.  He was glad to attend a school with its priorities in order; that would give its students what they needed, such as support for their family.
 
   Jay and Duke continued talking about each team, and the attributes of their key players.  Jay could see the pride in Duke’s face as he recounted his knowledge, which was actually very impressive.  Once they had gotten through all the other teams, Duke pointed to their sheet, titled “Team Green”.  “And then there’s us.  Key players Hammer and Decathlon.”
 
   “Don’t forget about you and Hummer,” Jay said.  All the other teams had at least four or five players that Duke labeled as key players, so it made sense that their team would also have as many.
 
   “No, kid, just you and Hammer.  I hate to tell you this, but we aren’t a very impressive team.  Hammer is very good, but she’s something of an introvert.  She doesn’t get out much and meet other people.  As a result, she didn’t have many talented friends when it came time to form a team.  She’s very close with Hummer, so naturally she joined the team.  And you’re right in a way, Hummer isn’t a bad Hermes, but she isn’t one of the heavy hitters in the field.  Hummer is a little friendlier, and so most of the team members joined because they knew her.  I was on a team with the both of them last year, and I don’t think Hammer and I had ever actually spoken throughout our time training together.  I probably could have made it onto a better team if I had sought one out, but Hummer and I are pretty good friends, and I didn’t like the idea of competing against her.  That, and I like a challenge.”
 
   Jay realized now that despite Duke’s competitive attitude, and his excitement over the upcoming games, he really did not believe they stood a chance.  “You’re forgetting our biggest key player.  We have surprise on our side,” Jay said, hoping to cheer Duke up a little.   Jay pointed at the poster advertising the tryouts, which was also still left up on the announcements board.  “Look at this poster Duke.  You have three people being beat by three others.  If we play this right, we could be the ones on top.”
 
   “Jay, you are talented, but you are new in all three areas.  Any top Titan can out lift you, any top Hermes can outrun you, and any top Prometheus can out read you.”
 
   “Then I’ll have to take a lesson from this poster.  I may be beat if I challenge them in their own specialty, but I can beat them using one they are not capable of.  I’ll run circles around the Titans, I’ll knock the Prometheus off their feet, and I’ll see the Hermes movements before they can make them.  You’ve told me all their strengths, but I know they have weaknesses too.”
 
   Duke thought for a moment, and then looked back at the sheets.  “You’re girl has a weakness.  She is a first year, and so she doesn’t have experience defending against Hermes disabling techniques.”
 
   Jay was not sure what he was talking about, and he was not thrilled that the first person who’s weakness Duke discovered was Zahrah’s, but at least Duke was brightening up a little.
 
   “And the head Prometheus for team blue, he’s in my advanced mental techniques class, and he’s taken the test on blanket readings four times now and not passed.  He’s amazing at getting into people’s heads, but if he can’t blanket read he must only be able to get into one at a time.”
 
   “Blanket read?”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that for a few more years, but essentially it’s allowing yourself to see the thoughts of anyone around you, instead of just the one you’re focusing on.  It’s pretty neat, it causes us to be able to see many pictures at once, although it’s difficult to maintain.”
 
   “I can blanket read,” Jay responded.  He was not aware that it was actually a technique, but he was a little relieved that his special way of reading had a name.  He decided not to tell Duke that he did not know how not to blanket read, and that it has been going since he arrived.
 
   “Can you really?  Seriously, Decathlon, you are a strange kid.  Another year at this speed and you’d be a top Prometheus, even without your other abilities.”
 
   “Ok, well who else?  Everyone has weaknesses.  We just need to find them.”
 
   “Brain doesn’t have any weaknesses, he’s at the top of all his classes, and passes all his exams on the first try…”  Duke’s eyes widened.  “…I have an idea.  I think I know how to find people’s weaknesses.  Thanks kid, I’ll catch you at practice later!”
 
   With that, Duke ran off in the direction of the classrooms.  Wherever he was going, he clearly wanted to get there fast.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   THE NEXT MORNING, when the whole team got together again to practice, Hammer called them in for a meeting.  She had a few pieces of paper in her hand that she was reading over while the group assembled.  “Ok team, we have a few new things we are going to try.  Duke, who has been scouting out our competition, has found weak points on each of the other teams.  We are going to work on some ways to exploit them during the games.  We don’t know exactly what to expect, since we won’t know the situation of the game until we arrive, but we will know the matchups beforehand, since that is posted a few days before the games actually begin.  We also know the general layout; we are going to either need to stop the team we are facing, or keep them from stopping us.  Either way, the information Duke found is going to help.”
 
   Jay looked over at Duke, who was beaming with pride.  Whatever he found, he was certainly proud of it.  They went through each of the other teams, brainstorming ways in which they could take advantage of the weaknesses named.  After a while of brainstorming, they ran through a few options in order to get exercise in, then practice ended.  As usual, Duke and Jay walked back towards the dorms together.
 
   “Well that was certainly one of the less strenuous workouts,” Jay said while they walked.
 
   “And yet, possibly one of the most successful,” Duke responded.
 
   “So where did you go to find these weaknesses?”
 
   “First, I went through class rosters for the past few years to see what classes the key players, and especially the team captains, have and have not taken.  Apparently most teams were grouped with people who had taken similar classes.  I guess it’s because people tended to join their friends’ teams, and they were friends with the people they had classes with.  Then while I was searching for that information, I noticed the quiz signup sheets by the doors for each classroom, so I looked over those and compared them with the class curriculums to see which key players were having to take quizzes on certain topics multiple times.  Between these two sources, I found what the different players have not learned, as well as what they have not understood.”
 
   “I like it, but what about us?  Are we missing information too?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes.  Hammer is the only one with any leadership training at all.  Luckily she is our captain though, so she should be able to make use of this type of knowledge anyways.  This is still going to hurt us in the long run though, since we don’t have anyone who is likely to take the advanced strategic leadership class next semester.  That means our team will most likely be split up for the next round of games.”
 
   “I thought the teams were rechosen each year anyways?”
 
   “Technically they are, but core groups tend to stay together.  When people are choosing their teams, they want people they can work with, and so they often choose the same group of people they were on a team with previously under a different captain.  Changes come when two people from the same team end up in the advanced strategic leadership class, or none do, as is the case with our team.”  Duke gave a half smile.  “I don’t look forward to playing against you, kid.”
 
   “We might end up on the same team, who knows.  Besides, we need to focus on this year first.  What other weaknesses do we have?”
 
   “Well, there’s the fact that you’re a rookie.  Being our ace in the hole, while having no experience with any sort of upper level tactical training, is not something we should overlook.  We are also short on Prometheus.  Prometheus tend to be the rarest of the three ability groups, as well as the slowest to develop without training.  It’s usually the case that the top three years of Prometheus are almost entirely on teams, while the bottom three years are almost entirely not on teams.  We have us two, and one friend of mine who took a lot of persuasion to join us.  That was all we had going into try-outs, and all the decent Prometheus there got offers from other teams, which they accepted over ours.  Hammer decided she would rather have less Prometheus than take some that weren’t ready.  It really is unfortunate, because this leaves us with two fifth years and one first year; which is far lacking from any of the other teams.  We will be almost blind in comparison.”
 
   Jay had noticed their distribution before, but he hadn’t realized just how off sided this would make their chances.  Their team consisted of ten Titans, eight Hermes, two Prometheus, and Jay.  “I guess I should work on my mind reading then,” Jay responded.
 
   “No, keep working on all three; don’t focus on the Prometheus abilities over the others just because it’s needed more.  That is already the one you are strongest in, and we need them all to be as strong as possible.”
 
   They arrived back at the dorm room, and immediately ended their conversation.  Even though none of the other students in their room were on teams, they knew rumors would spread if anything were overheard.  There was also the possibility that some of the students had been approached by members from other teams, asking them questions about their dorm mates.  
 
   Jay woke up Michael, as he did almost every morning, and the two of them headed off for a quick breakfast before class.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “CAN YOU HELP me with my mind reading?”
 
   Michael seemed a little confused by Jay’s question.  “You mean with your classes, or with the reading part itself?  If you are actually asking for help with the mind reading, I’m afraid you’re far ahead of me there.”
 
   “I don’t mean I want you to teach me anything, I wanted to work on mind reading under different types of conditions, but I need someone to read.  I figure you’re the only person I really know to ask.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.  I guess I mean it would have been better for me to practice with someone else, since you haven’t learned many blocks yet.  I also don’t want to constantly be intruding on your thoughts.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, I’d be happy to help out.  If blocks are what you’re looking for, all the better, I’ve been wanting to practice mine anyways.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WITH TEN DAYS left to the start of the games, Jay’s time was constantly being filled up with practicing.  He would get up early in the morning and go practice with the green team on team tactics.  He would grab a quick breakfast, go to classes, grab a quick lunch, then get together with Michael to work on mind reading techniques.  These varied from picking out Michael’s thoughts in a crowd to learning Jay’s limitations on distance, and improving his range.  They would practice up until it was time for Jay’s practice with one of the team leaders - Duke, Hammer, or Hummer.  After he finished with them he would grab a late dinner, and then just walk the halls, trying to identify who was around and how close they were by the pictures in his head.  Sometimes he would go out of his way to walk near some of the so called “key players” from other teams, in order to get a feel for their thought patterns.  Most of the older students had blocks up to safeguard against any unwanted intruders; Jay thought he could crack them if he tried, since none of them were as strong as the one Captain Williams had tried against him during his second reader’s test (except possibly Brain – his thoughts appeared to be particularly dark).  He decided not to attempt breaking through the blocks however, since they would surely be able to feel him poking around in their heads.  Besides, their blocks were each unique as well; with a little attention, Jay realized no two of their blocks were exactly the same either, and Jay was quickly able to pick up on who’s blocks were whose.  Even the blocks gave him information, by letting him know who was close by.
 
   With all the time Jay spent preparing for the games, he began to fall considerably behind in his classes.  He still passed all the applied tests, but the rest were being ignored in order for him to spend his time training, and as such they were being failed each week.  There are still two weeks of classes before final assessment week after the simulation games end, I’ll just have to study really hard during that time, Jay decided.  
 
   A few days before the opening of the games, Jay was walking through the halls at the end of the day as he normally did.  He was walking down the hall from Brain, seeing how far away he could get while still picking up on Brain’s block.  All at once the block vanished, and instead of seeing a black screen, he saw his own collage reflected back at him.  He tried to block Brain, but he was not able to conjure up a block powerful enough.  He looked up to see Brain walking towards him with a big grin, and Jay realized he had stopped walking completely.  As Brain neared, Jay felt his powers focus, and he pushed out with the biggest block he could muster.  Apparently it was big enough, because the small pictures of his own collage that were being reflected by Brain’s thoughts of reading him suddenly changed into Brain’s regular thoughts, the first sight Jay had ever caught of them.  Brain stumbled back a few steps, his smile fading, before he reestablished his footing and quickly put up a new mental screen.  This caught the attention of the students around them, and a crowd began to form encircling Jay and Brain, who were now just looking at each other.
 
   Jay did not like this situation one bit.  Brain was a legend at this school for his superior control over his abilities, and here Jay was, in an unwanted confrontation with him.  Brain smiled.  He did not seem to mind the attention in the slightest.  After a few long moments, Brain walked up to Jay so that he was a short distance away.  Jay looked back at Brain unmoving.  Running won’t do any good now.  I need to just wait and see what he does, Jay thought to himself.  He kept his block up strong, not knowing if Brain were trying to read his thoughts, and he saw that Brain was doing the same.  Then Brain’s block began to fade, and a few words were made visible.  Meet me at practice room 7 at midnight.  I already have it reserved.  Don’t worry, I am not hostile, and I’m not bringing any friends, and I would appreciate if you didn’t either.  You have nothing to worry about from me.  We both know that even if I did get physical, you would have nothing to fear, as you are far more physically capable than I am.  
 
   Jay was not sure how to send Brain back a message without abandoning his block, so he gave a single nod, and as much of a smile as he could muster.  Brain was satisfied with this response, and extended his hand to Jay.  Jay took it and they shook.  “I look forward to seeing you in the games,” Brain said, loudly enough for the crowd to hear.  He was making a statement.  He was telling everyone that Jay should not be taken lightly, and that he was a worthy adversary for the mighty Brain.  “I’m sure I’ll learn a lot from you there,” Jay responded so the crowd could hear him as well.  He wanted to let everyone know that he did not view himself on the same playing field as Brain, but rather thought of Brain more as a teacher, compared to himself as a student.  With those words, Brain turned and walked away, and Jay took his lead and did the same in the other direction.
 
   Jay was not sure what to expect from the meeting.  He thought about not showing up, but his curiosity was too strong.  Besides, Brain was right, he was far more physically capable.  Jay was not sure if Brain was saying this in regards to his speed, or if Brain had somehow found out about his strength, but either way he was uneasy by the thought that Brain considered him to be strong at all.
 
   Jay circled back towards the dorms, but before he entered the room he saw the thoughts of Duke, who had clearly heard about Jay’s confrontation with brain and was not happy about it.  Jay decided he did not want to deal with Duke right now, so he turned around and went back towards the training rooms.  He decided he would wait at practice room 7.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EXACTLY FIFTEEN MINUTES before midnight, Brain walked through the door.  He did not seem surprised in the least to find Jay already there waiting for him.  By the way Brain walked he looked massive, and when Jay pictured Brain he always thought of him as a big guy, but as Brain got close Jay realized that Brain was actually slightly shorter than him.
 
   Jay had been sitting on a bench at the side of the room when Brain arrived, but quickly stood up when Brain entered the room.  Brain motioned for him to sit down, and once he made his way across the room he sat down next to Jay.  Brain paused for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts.  Jay did not believe that Brain had actually come in here unprepared with what he was going to say, but he played along anyways, and waited.
 
   “I’ve heard many rumors about you, Decathlon,” Brain began when he was ready.  “Some say you’re just a lucky, overrated first year Prometheus.  Others say you are the most powerful person who ever lived, and that even the professors are afraid to match wits with you.  I even heard one person suggest that you had achieved flight.”  
 
   Brain looked at Jay with a smile.  Jay smiled back and shook his head.  He knew he was not supposed to give away any information, but he figured letting Brain know that he could not fly was a pretty safe piece of information to divulge.
 
   Brain chuckled, and continued.  “Most of the rumors are somewhere between the extremes.  The problem most of the team leaders are having with you is trying to figure out where the rumors end and where the truth begins.  This is one of those times when it is good to be a Prometheus.  When someone says something about you, I can see where their thoughts are coming from, and tell if they are making it up, or if there is some reasonable basis for their beliefs.”
 
   Jay realized this was Brain’s way of confessing that he had figured out what Jay could do.  Jay was not sure just how much Brain actually knew, so he tightened up on his mental block.
 
   Brain gave a quick laugh.  “And the screen gets darker.  Don’t worry Decathlon, I didn’t come here to trick you into telling me anything.  And don’t worry about the things I already know, I have no plans to tell anybody.  The way I figure it, if you face us in the opening game, then I’ll tell my team and we will be ready for you.  Otherwise I figure everyone will find out as soon as you lift a car or something.”
 
   So he knows about my strength, Jay thought.  
 
   “Yes, I know about your strength,” Brain said, then noticing Jay’s alarm, continued, “don’t worry, your block is working, that thought was just bigger than the rest.  You thought just loud enough for it to come through.  Don’t fret about it; to be honest your screens are far superior to any of the other students.  It’s funny, when I noticed you following me, and realized you were trying to discreetly get into my head, I decided to return the favor, but I couldn’t.  I’ve been able to get past the blocks of all the other students, but I had real trouble with you.  I finally was able to get through when I realized your block was weaker when I was further away.  I don’t know what technique you’re using, but it’s certainly something I haven’t seen before.”
 
   Jay did not know why his block was working so well, or why it was apparently more effective when every technique in the book would have been less - when the person is in close proximity.  He was also curious why Brain was encountering screens at all; Jay was not experienced enough to keep one up without consciously thinking about it.  Those are issues he would consider later, though, for now he needed to figure out the mystery at hand.
 
   “Brain, if you didn’t invite me here to get information out of me, why did you invite me here?  And why are you telling me all of this?”
 
   “It’s because these games, as important as they are, are not the reason we’re at this school.  You probably don’t know this, being a first year and all, but the games are how they determine what to do with the graduates.  The classes are important because they teach us what we need to know, but the simulation games are like a final assessment, where they can see what we are capable of when a situation is upon us.  No matter how the games end, however, I know I am going to graduate, and I know I will be sent out to be a hero in some capacity when this is all over, just like the rest of the seniors on my team.  We are going to be out in the field, along with all those who had graduated before us, and we will all be on the same team.  When I was in my first and second years here, and I started showing promise, the older students picked on me, and tried to push me back down.  They saw me as a threat.  I don’t want to become that.”
 
   Jay thought about his experiences since he began to gain recognition.  He got some odd looks, and there were those who avoided him, but he did not really get picked on.  Why was that?  Jay quickly realized the reason he was being avoided.  It was fear.  Just as it was that final day in his old school.  He had become the unknown, and the other students were not sure what to make of him.  Jay was not sure which was worse, to be picked on, or to be feared.
 
   “Brain, thank you.  I guess the big bad red team leader that I’ve heard so much about isn’t such a villain after all.”
 
   “Oh I am a villain to you.  As soon as we walk out that door, and right up until one of our teams is eliminated from the games, we are enemies.  I just wanted a moment of friendship in order to let you know that, years from now after you graduate and join me out in the field, should our paths cross, I will look forward to fighting alongside you.”
 
   “It will be an honor for me too.”
 
   With their pieces spoken, and their dormant friendship established, they departed for their dorms.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY WOKE UP the next morning to Duke throwing a paper down on his bed.  He looked at it, and realized it was the matchups for the simulation games.  He looked up at Duke, who simply smiled, and nodded his head towards his office.  Jay got up quickly, and the two of them went into the office and shut the door.
 
   “Ok, here’s the deal.  Out of the four biggest teams in the games, only one is on our side of the bracket.”  Jay looked down at the matchups sheet.  It was set up just like a basketball playoffs bracket, with each team being matched up in a single elimination format.  Each winner would move one spot closer to the center of the page, and once there were only two teams remaining at the center, they would go against each other in the final game.  Jay was not sure which teams were the four big ones Duke was talking about, but he was glad to see that the red team was on the left side of the page, and the green team was on the right side.  If they won all their other games, they would not face the red team until the final game.
 
   “As you’ve probably already seen, the red team is not an immediate threat, since we can’t face them until the end.  Our first match up is not against one of the best teams, but they are also not one of the lower ranked teams either.  So that’s the good news.  The bad news is that we don’t get a bye for the first round.”
 
   Jay looked back at the sheet, and sure enough a few of the teams were matched up against the word “bye” for the first round.  Jay realized that since there were only twelve teams, they needed four teams not to compete in the first round in order for the bracket to work out, causing those four to automatically advance to the next round.  “That’s not fair, why do some teams get an easy advancement, and others have to play extra?”
 
   “It’s just the way luck goes – they randomly chose which teams get which positions, so no favoritism was shown.  Besides, if we win the first game, we have an advantage in the second round, because we will have had a chance to play a round as a team, while our opponent will be starting new.”
 
   Duke had a point.  The problem was that they needed to make it to the second round before they could attain that advantage.  Jay noticed that the red team had a bye for the first round.  Most teams would be happy to be placed in such a spot, but Brain was out for glory, and Jay knew he would be disappointed to find himself one game short of his adversaries.
 
   “So now that we know who we’re facing, we can start preparing more specifically for battle.  Hammer already sent me a message, and we have practice in five minutes.”
 
   Jay thought Duke was kidding, but quickly realized he was serious.  “But it’s four in the morning.”
 
   “Yeah, and the schedule was posted at 3:45, so we’ve already lost fifteen minutes.  Let’s move!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY WAS SURPRISED at how awake he was.  He had gotten barely any sleep from his midnight meeting with Brain the night before, but the excitement of knowing who they would be up against kept him alert.
 
   “Ok team, two days until the games begin.  Our first game is against the brown team.  As we know, their key players include one Prometheus, one Hermes, and a pair of Titans.  Their captain is a Titan named Greg, known more commonly as Lock.  His specialty is trapping players in a type of strangle hold that completely immobilizes them, and he can hold even another Titan with this move; and probably two of anyone else.  Duke, what weaknesses can we expect from the brown team?”
 
   “This is a good team for us to open with, as Lock has had trouble in the past with thinking on his feet.  He is currently in a class on strategic improvisation, but by his quiz sign ups I’d say he is having trouble there.  He is very good at planning when he has a few moments to think of the best plan, so I’d say our best option is to make a quick start, and do whatever we need to do as soon as we learn the situation and start the game.  Also, if things should start to go south, throwing the kid at them would certainly put a wrench in their plans and cause them to have to rethink whatever they’re doing.  It also appears they have not been reserving the training room as often as the other teams, so they may not be as cohesive as a team as us.”
 
   Jay was glad to see that Duke’s attitude regarding their chances in the games has changed.  He seemed more enthusiastic and hopeful about their matchup.  
 
   To prepare for their game, they tried working through maneuvers that they thought would not be expected.  They wanted to catch Lock and the brown team unprepared, and throw something at them that would play to their weaknesses.  By the time practice had ended, Jay felt like they had been going all day.  He was surprised when he had a chance to look at the time and noticed it was still only 7:30 in the morning.
 
   “Alright team, I’m not allowed to keep you through classes, so we’ll have to call it a morning.  Practice again at 1700 hours tonight, and make sure to eat before you come.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   BY THE TIME the games arrived, Jay felt like they were ready.  They had practiced many different situations, and had a general plan set up which they would adapt to whatever situation they find themselves in.  The games were held in a separate building that Jay had never been in before.  The building looked like it would be big enough to house four or five football stadiums placed side by side.  Their game was scheduled to begin at 1300 hours, so they met outside the south entrance at noon to discuss their strategy one last time.
 
   Once everyone was there, Hammer began to speak.  “Ok team, this is it.  The way this works is that the door we enter by will be unlocked at 1300 hours exactly, and we will be able to go into the arena at that point.  Directly inside will be the directions explaining the situation, and the goal for our team in the game.  The arena will be set up differently for each game depending on the situation that we are presented with – we could see a forest, a dessert, a city replica, or any array of other environments.  The only real limitation is that they try to give situations that are possible in the real world, so we are most likely safe to assume we will not be dueling on the moon.”
 
   The team laughed briefly.  The laughter sounded nervous and uncertain, but at least they were able to laugh at all.  Hammer continued.
 
   “Once the door opens we will enter in threes.  I will enter first with Hummer and Spark, our Hermes spies.  If there is any cover at all, they will run on ahead to scout out the enemy and see what they have to use against us.  I will read through the game directions out loud while we continue moving forward, and we will continue forming a strategy while we move.  I want a base established close to their side within the first half hour of the game.”
 
   With the plan established, each team member was left up to their own devices to stretch, warm up, or in some way prepare themselves for the start of the game.  Jay ran around a little, then did some push-ups.  He felt faster than ever, and strong too.  Jay then tried to focus his reading.  He began to push out his blanket read as far as he could get it to go.  To his disappointment, it barely allowed him to see the group around him.  He tried focusing in the direction of the main campus of the school, but it was much too far for him to get a reading on anyone in there.  He glanced over the images.  There’s Duke, there’s Hammer, there’s Hummer, and there’s…  Jay was surprised to see that he was still able to see those small pictures which were his own thoughts being reflected.  I must be reading my own thoughts, Jay contemplated.  Otherwise it would mean whoever were reading me is still nearby.
 
   Jay looked around.  He could identify the thoughts of everyone on the team, so he knew the reflected thoughts were not coming from any of them.  Jay tried focusing with varying degrees of effort to see if it would stay.  When he focused more, the images got clearer, but he could not push them out completely.  Jay got an idea of how to test if it were himself or not.  Jay took off running in the direction of the school.  As he ran, the pictures got dimmer and dimmer.  He kept moving, and to his surprise the pictures vanished after a few moments.  It’s not me!  Someone has been following me around for the past few months, and whoever they are, they are at the arena.  Jay wanted to go report this to the school, but he knew there was not time.  Despite the spy, he needed to get back to the arena; the game would be starting soon.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DUKE HAD BROUGHT a watch with him that was set to match with the school time, and the team counted down the last twenty seconds before the game began.  The moment it became 1300 hours they heard a click from the door, and Hammer was able to open it.  They filed in as planned, and Jay could see the two Hermes in the front dash off, one going right and one going left.  Jay looked around at how the arena was set up.  It was an impressive scene, set up like a jungle.  It was complete with trees, boulders, changes in elevation, a dirt ground under their feet, and even some wildlife, as Jay noticed a squirrel run between two trees.  Just in front of them was a rock that was almost flat on top, and their supplies for the game sat on top.  Hammer picked up the game directions which were in the middle of the supplies, and instructed them to grab all that they saw.  They kept walking while Hammer read the directions.
 
   “The point of this game is protection.  Each team is given a globe with six buttons on it.  If any of those buttons are pressed, the team will be considered to have failed to protect the globe, and will lose the game.  After one hour, if neither globe has been pressed, they will both light up.  After another hour they will begin making a humming noise.  Each hour that a team has not won, both globes will do a new activity to make them easier to find.  There is no player elimination in this game, so players must be captured and successfully held in order to keep them from the game.  Good luck.”
 
   Sure enough, in the arms of one of their Titans was a globe about the size of a basketball.  The Titan immediately held the globe out to Hammer, trying to be careful to keep away from the buttons.  Hammer took it, and ripping off a sleeve from her shirt, she wrapped the globe in it.  “Report, what other supplies were we given.”  
 
   Each person announced what they were carrying.  Their supplies consisted of 100 feet of rope, a handheld mirror, three sets of handcuffs, a net, two six foot metal rods, a flashlight, a saw, a pair of walkie talkies, and a backpack full of food.
 
   “Hold up, dump out the food.”  Hammer’s command was followed without question, and a pile of food appeared on the ground.  Hammer took the backpack and put the globe inside.  She put the backpack on.  “Ok, all Titans, find rocks that are similar in size and shape to the globe, then rip off a sleeve and wrap the rock in it.  Jay, bury the food, then put a boulder over it so they can’t identify the spot.  Ironcore, you are the biggest Titan on the team, we’re going to pretend your rock is the real globe, protect it with your life.  Also, find a second rock, rip off your other sleeve, wrap it up and give it to me, it would be suspicious if I weren’t holding a decoy as well.”
 
   They all moved off to do what they were told.  Duke and the other Prometheus sat down and began to concentrate to see if they could find any unwelcome thoughts around, and the other Hermes either helped Jay dig or quickly consumed some of the food to “make the pile smaller, and therefore easier to bury.”
 
   A few of the Titans had rocks wrapped, and others were in the process of wrapping them, when they ran out of time.  Jay and the Hermes had successfully buried the food, but Jay had not yet moved a boulder over the spot when Duke suddenly piped up.  “There’s someone nearby!”
 
   They all stopped what they were doing, and listened intently, while looking every which way.  Jay tried to concentrate, but his reading was off, and he could not tell who it was.  After a brief moment the silence was broken by the sound of a walkie talkie coming on, and they could faintly hear Lock’s voice saying “Status noted, hold there as long as possible.”  They looked in the direction of the voice just in time to see a Hermes dashing away.  
 
   “Get him!”  Hammer commanded three Hermes that were nearby.  The three of them dashed off in the direction of the brown team spy.  Jay felt pretty sure they would not catch him; from the brief view they got, their spy appeared to be much faster than any of the Hermes on the green team.  Hammer quickly turned back to the rest of them.  “Ok, you three move the boulder onto that spot.  And you five, dig another hole as deep as you can, and be ready to fill it in quickly when I tell you to.”
 
   Jay was one of the five designated to dig the hole, and so he set in as quickly as he could.  Jay was not sure why they were digging another hole, but he did not question Hammer’s orders.  They quickly got a large hole dug, with the pile of dirt sitting directly next to it, ready to be pushed in at a moment’s notice.  The boulder had been placed over the old hole, and everyone stood around waiting for their next orders from Hammer.  She walked over to the new hole and looked down into it.
 
   “Is this the deepest we can get?  I want to keep the…scatter!”
 
   Hammer was the first to see the net descending on the group.  As the green team stood around digging holes, the brown team had been circling them, preparing a trap.  Hammer quickly pushed the pile of dirt into the hole, and threw herself down on top of it, punching her arms into the dirt as hard as she could at angles in order to plant herself to the spot.  As she did this, a group of Hermes from the brown team gave a quick run on either side of the group, some pushing or tripping the green members into a pile at the center, while the rest draped their team’s net over the newly forming pile of green members.  Jay looked up in time to see the net coming down, and instinctively moved to his right in order to get out from under its decent.  As he did a brown team Hermes shoved him towards the center, but Jay just grabbed the Hermes’s arms and flipped him over, placing the Hermes in the pile instead, and freeing himself.  He ran away to get clear of the melee, and when he looked back, he could see that a group of Titans had converged on the scene, and had placed the two metal poles, bent into a U, into the ground going through the edge of the netting.  They proceeded to shove more tree limbs into the ground on the outskirts of the net in order to keep it in place.  
 
   Jay ran further away in order to get out of sight, and found a place to hide under the base of a decaying tree.  He focused his thoughts in the direction of the group.  Even though his reading was still weak, he could read enough to know what was being said, as everyone could hear the conversation, and Jay could see it processing in all their pictures.
 
   “Did we get them all?”
 
   “No, two Hermes got away.  It looks like one was the female Jumper, and the other was the first-year Decathlon.  Also, Lightning ended up trapped under the net with the green team.  Should we try to get him out?”
 
   “No, sorry Lightning, but in order to let you out we would need to open part of the net, and then the whole group might be able to break free.  Spy group, hunt down the two escaped Hermes.  How many holes did they dig?”
 
   “From what we can see, just the two.  Their globe is either in the hole under that boulder, in the hole under the group, or it’s in the arms of one of those Titans.”
 
   “Ok, you five move the boulder then start digging there.  The rest of you start prying packages out of each of the Titans arms.  We will try those two options first.”
 
   Jay thought about trying to rescue the team, but realized he had little chance of being able to do this, as most of the brown team were now guarding the captives.  Jay took a quick inventory of the thoughts he could see.  Other than his team, there were twelve thought patterns in that area.  Jay thought for a moment, and realized he did not see any of the brown team members carrying packages, nor did they have the backpack.  Jay decided the rest of the brown team must be somewhere else, guarding the package.  If I can find theirs before they find ours, we can still win this.  He reasoned.  
 
   Jay jumped down from the tree, realizing all he could do now would be to run around and see if he could find any thought patterns other than those of the big group he had escaped.  Before he made it to the ground, Jay felt someone grab his legs, causing him to fall awkwardly forward into the ground with a thud.  Another pair of hands grabbed Jay’s arms and pulled them behind his back, locking them into handcuffs.  The two Hermes picked him up and began to carry him off.  Jay thought about kicking out his legs to free himself, but he thought better of it when he realized they were carrying him away from the encampment where Hammer and the others lay trapped under the net.  They’re bringing me to the other camp!  Jay realized.
 
   It was not long before the two Hermes and Jay arrived at a small clearing.  Jay could see a group of five brown team members standing guard there; from the looks of the group, there were three Prometheus and two Titans, and now the two Hermes that had carried Jay.  He could also see Hummer and Spark tied to trees nearby, and in the arms of one of the Titans was none other than the globe, which was now glowing with light.  Jay could barely contain his excitement, but he knew that if this globe were glowing, so was theirs, which would make it that much easier to find.  One of the Prometheus came over with the rope, and moved as if to tie up Jay’s legs, and deciding he did not want to get tied up, Jay pulled his arms to the sides with a quick jerk, breaking the handcuffs and freeing his hands.  He spun himself out of the arms of the Hermes pair, who quickly jumped on him to restrain him.  He pushed them off and ran at the Titan holding the globe.  The Titan crouched over to protect it, blocking it completely from view.  
 
   Jay had to think quickly, in order to avoid battling all seven of them at once.  He quickly began tapping the Titan all around, just as they had done in class.  When Jay got in front of the Titan, he allowed himself to rise a little off the ground.  The Titan immediately reached out and grabbed Jay by the arm to restrain him.  Now that the globe was only being held by one arm, Jay kicked out at the globe with enough force to knock it out of the Titan’s arm.  Surprised by the strength of the counterstrike, the Titan did not finish the maneuver, and when Jay landed with his feet on the ground he pulled hard from the Titan, freeing his arm.  He dashed to where the globe was just landing, and quickly hit one of the buttons.  
 
   Just like that, it was over. The lights in the arena brightened, and a buzzer rang.  A voice spoke out over a loudspeaker saying “the game has ended, the brown team globe has been compromised.  Release all prisoners and make your way back out the door from which you had entered.  Thank you for participating in this year’s simulation games!”
 
   Jay noticed that none of the brown team members were in a hurry to untie his teammates, so he walked over and began untying them himself.  He started with Hummer, and as soon as the restraints were removed she threw her arms around Jay in a big hug.  After a hug which lifted him slightly off his feet, she released him.
 
   “You did it Decathlon!  You won the game for us!  Wow, that was risky of Hammer to let you get caught, but I guess it worked!  They led you right to the globe, and you stepped up your game just in time to snatch the game right out from under their noses!”
 
   Jay was a little embarrassed that it was not actually as planned out as that.  “Actually she didn’t let me get caught, I got caught despite my best attempts to avoid it.  But we can talk about that later, first we need to free our teammates.  You untie Spark, and I’ll go start in on the rest.”
 
   “The rest?”
 
   “Yeah, come see for yourself once Spark is out.”
 
   Jay ran off to find the rest of his team.  Despite his poor sense of direction, he soon picked up on their thought patterns, and found his way to the group.  The brown team members were beginning to pull up the stakes holding the net down, but they were working slower than Jay liked.  He ran down and began pulling out the stakes.  After half the stakes were pulled out, Jay could see Hummer arrive at the scene in shock, with Spark just behind her.  Jay quickly pulled out the rest of the stakes, while the two of them pulled the netting off of the group.  
 
   “What the heck happened!?  How did you three do it?”
 
   It was Duke, who was so excited he had decided not to wait until he was untangled from the net to speak.  Hummer went over and helped him out, while explaining what she saw.  “It wasn’t the three of us, it was just Decathlon, Spark and I were captured, we just got the pleasure of watching.  He pretended to be captured, then broke out and grabbed the globe right out of their arms!”  
 
   “I just got lucky, let’s help the rest of the team out.”  Jay really did not want to discuss what had happened with most of the brown team still standing around them, looking angry and, in some cases, ready for a fight.  When the whole team had been released and they began walking through the artificial forest towards the door, Jay finally started to relax, and the excitement of the events that had just taken place finally hit him.  By the time they were out the door he was laughing and joking along with the rest of his team.  The only one that was not participating in their jovial spirit was Hammer.  Jay wanted to talk with her, but since he was the center of attention at the moment, he realized this would cause an unwanted scene.  
 
   As the group neared the school building which contained the dorms, Hammer called out to the group, trying to sound happier than she clearly was.  “Okay team, we won our first game, congratulations.  Since most of us spent considerable time with our faces in the dirt, go take showers, then we’re having a team meeting at 1600 hours in our practice room.”  With her piece spoken, Hammer walked off in the direction of the practice rooms.  Jay was surprised by the thought that she would skip taking a shower herself, especially since she was probably the dirtiest of them all, having dug herself into the ground to cover their false hiding place.  
 
   Jay decided he would go get a shower, as Hammer suggested, then go to the practice room early to speak with Hammer before the rest of the team arrived.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN JAY ARRIVED at the practice room, not only had Hammer not taken a shower, but she was working up a tremendous sweat lifting weights.  Jay walked over and waited until she was done with her current set before approaching her.
 
   “Hey Hammer, you ok?”
 
   Hammer put the weights down, and sat up straight on the bench.  “Of course I’m ok, we won the game didn’t we?”
 
   Jay could tell she was still not as happy as she was trying to sound.  “You forget Hammer, I’m a mind reader.  I can tell when you aren’t telling me the truth.”
 
   Hammer smiled.  “I guess the game just didn’t go the way I thought it would.”
 
   “Yeah, well from the looks of things, I’d say it didn’t go the way Lock thought it would either.”
 
   “I guess that’s true.  To be honest, I thought we were done for.  I assumed Hummer and Spark were caught when they didn’t return.  Then the rest of us were trapped in the net, except you and Jumper, then Jumper got caught shortly after.  When they dug under the boulder and found the food scraps, Lock told them to get the bag.  They had it solved Decathlon, they just hadn’t quite gotten to the globe yet.  To be honest, when the alarm sounded, I assumed one of us had accidentally pressed a button on our own globe.”
 
   Jay laughed, but quickly stopped when he realized Hammer was not laughing with him.  “But we didn’t hit our own button, we hit theirs, and we won the game.”
 
   “No Decathlon, you hit theirs, and you won the game.  In less than one hour, our entire team got captured except for you.  It was like a group of children going up against trained fighters.  The only reason the children prevailed was because they brought their pet dragon along.”
 
   “I’m not a dragon, I think you’re overestimating my abilities.”
 
   “No, I’m not.  You single handedly beat the brown team.  There’s no denying that; the rest of your team were captured, and there was only one of theirs captured.  And that was one that you had captured anyway.”
 
   Jay was not sure what she was talking about at first.  I didn’t capture anybody, he thought.  Then he remembered the Hermes that tried to push him under the falling rope.  He remembered that he had spun the guy around and knocked him under the net instead.  I guess I did capture someone, Jay realized.
 
   “I know I should be happy for us, Decathlon.  After all, you are part of our team, so a win for you means a win for all of us.  I’m just disappointed that under my leadership the rest of us were stopped so easily.”
 
   The two of them sat the rest of their time in silence waiting for the rest of the team to arrive.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    “I NEED TO know a few things right up front.  First of all, why were they able to get so close to us while we were digging?  Prometheus’s - why didn’t you see them coming?  Duke?”
 
   “We could see thoughts, but they were not of us.  They were thinking of their camp, so we thought they were still far away and hadn’t found us yet.  They must have been keeping a small read on the three of us too, because they struck just after our blanket readings faded.  At least that’s what the case was for the two of us; I haven’t had a chance to talk to Decathlon about it.”
 
   “Decathlon, anything different for you?”
 
   “I didn’t see them.  My ability was weak since I entered the arena, and it didn’t come back to a reasonable strength again until after they attacked.”
 
   “Clearly not all your abilities were weak, you were moving fast and digging strong the whole time.”
 
   “No, it was just my reading that was causing a problem.  I maintained a blanket reading, but it wasn’t strong enough to see anything outside of our group clearly.”
 
   “You need to report that to me when we’re out there.  I need to know if there are any problems before they explode in our faces.  Hummer and Spark, how did you both manage to get caught so quickly?”
 
   “We both went down the same way.  We were approaching their camp from either side, and noticed a rope across the path that looked like it was tied to two trees.  Neither of us looked close enough to realize there was some rope tied around the trees, but it was not connected to the rope across the path.  Instead that rope was being held by two Hermes who were behind the trees, and when we each went to step over the rope, they raised it higher and tripped us.  They were on us too quickly for us to recover.”
 
   “Ok, for our game tomorrow we are sending out our spies in pairs of two.  One will lead, and the other will hang back slightly.  If the front runner gets caught, the back runner should return immediately with as much information as they have.  Also, front runners move a little slower next time, and take care to watch out for traps.  Every person who gets caught is another person advantage they have over us.  Can anyone tell me what our biggest mistake was?”
 
   “Spending so much time creating decoys that weren’t even checked?”
 
   “No, it was huddling together.  The whole group of us were standing in a clump, and when the net showed up the ones in the middle didn’t have any escape route.  We had a whole forest to work with, we need to spread out further and take advantage of the trees and the space we’re allotted.  The decoys are a good point too though; we were acting completely defensively, without any attempt at capturing their globe.  We won because they underestimated what Decathlon could do, but we are facing the Orange team tomorrow, and word has surely gotten out about our match.  We will not have the same luxury with them.  It’s true that the orange team was considered to be lower in the rankings than the brown team was, but we are ranked lower than both of them, so we cannot let down our guard.”
 
   Jay looked at the other team members.  The faces that were previously so jovial, even as recently as their entrance into the training room, were now held in complete attention.  Hammer may be considered an introvert, but she does have the leadership in her to keep her troops focused.  
 
   “Our advantage in the last game was the element of surprise with Decathlon’s extra abilities.  It was that advantage that gave us our slim victory.  We do not have that advantage anymore, so we need to find a new one.  Our advantage tomorrow is experience.  They did not play a team in the first round, and we had a tough matchup.  We know what to expect from these games now, and they do not.  And one good thing about being trapped under that rope was that we didn’t spend the whole time tiring ourselves out.  We are all still alert and ready to go.”
 
   Jay liked how Hammer was turning the events around on them.  She knows their victory was barely won, and that they actually did quite poorly as a team, but now she was turning these things around to show what good they achieved.
 
   “Tomorrow, I want to do to the orange team what the brown team had done to us.  We need to learn from our defeats, so we can use them to achieve victories.  And they do not have Decathlon to stop it.”
 
   The group laughed.  Their morale was sky high, but they were still ready for battle.  They spent the next few hours going over new plans and base strategies that would be adapted to their situation the next morning.  Making sure not to tire the team out, Hammer let them go to bed early.  
 
   Jay had to consciously force himself to walk at a normal pace as he walked back to the dorm room with Duke.  He was ready to continue with the games, and wanted to start the next game immediately.  As soon as the two of them entered the dorm room, a loud cry rang out, and Jay noticed all the other first year Prometheus were facing them, cheering and clapping.  Jay turned to Duke, and noticed that he too was clapping for Jay.  In the center of the room a cake was sitting on top of Duke’s desk, which had been pulled out from the office.  On top the icing read “Jay: The Hero of the Heroes”.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “HE’S A THREAT.”
 
   “You’re to give me factual evidence, not opinions.”
 
   “He has figured out that he is being watched, and being a Hermes he can get away from us whenever he desires, which happened for a time just before he went in for his simulation match.  Shortly after the match began his entire team was captured, but he won the game for them by breaking out of his handcuffs, then capturing the globe while it was being watched by seven students with far more training than him.  The only weakness we have found is the inconsistency of his abilities, however they seem to be strongest when he needs them most.  His forecasted strength, speed, or mental ability would surpass any and all of the professors here by his third year if he continued improving at this pace.”
 
   “If that is the case, then you were correct to say he is a threat.  Power is held by a delicate balance of assets, and it sounds like this boy might make that balancing act more difficult.  We need to distract him with something that does not involve him becoming more powerful to solve the problem.  What were the reports on his brother?”
 
   “Sir, if we recall correctly, it was determined that he has not developed a power, or even showed signs of beginning the process towards one.  He is intelligent, but has no potential for this school.  Those that were watching him were taken off just two weeks ago.”
 
   “Put them back on.  We are going to use the younger brother to distract the older.  Keep him under surveillance until I give the order to take him.”
 
   “Sir?  Wouldn’t harming his younger brother just make him more dangerous?  He is under our control right now.”
 
   “We are trying to hold a lion with a housecat’s leash.  We need to be ready in case he breaks loose.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MORNING ARRIVED with the announcements of the previous night’s results, but the whole school was already aware before then.  Jay took a last look at the new bracket before he went on to meet up with the team for their next game.  There it was, proof that they had really beaten the brown team.  The bracket showed that the previous day’s games saw black defeat silver, and yellow defeat blue, both as expected.  Their game against the brown team was not the only upset, however, as the gold team had beaten the white team, which had been ranked third, one of the “big three”.  There were four games again that day, and Jay was excited to hear the outcome of two in particular.  The first was his own game, green against orange, which was scheduled as the first game of the day at 900 hours.  The second game of the day was red against yellow, the two top ranked teams in the games.  It was thought by many that yellow would be the only team with a shot at stopping red, and they would be facing off right after Jay and his team finished, scheduled for 1300 hours.
 
   Jay stepped in at the cafeteria to grab a little food to go.  While he ate and walked quickly through the halls, he could not help but notice everyone watching him.  He was getting used to people giving him looks, but this was far more than he was comfortable with.  After quickly finishing his food, Jay decided to see how fast he could get to the arena, and away from the onlookers.  He was not cautious anymore to hide his abilities, since his cover was blown after the game the day before.
 
   Jay arrived at the arena to find Hammer and Hummer already there warming up.  Before long, the rest of the team was there, all of them arriving earlier than they had scheduled.  This is good, Jay thought, we are ready this time.  
 
   Hammer brought them all together again, and reviewed their new plan.  “As we decided yesterday, we are going to split into five teams of four.  I will enter first, followed by team A, our four Hermes spies.  We will quickly figure out the goal and if there are any items for them to use, then they will set out scouting.  The rest of the group will enter after us, and we will divide team responsibilities once we are inside.  Decathlon, how are your abilities today?”
 
   Jay was not expecting to be singled out, but it was good that he was, as there was an issue again.  “My reading is on the weak side again, but I feel faster and stronger than ever.”
 
   “Ok, work on your reading until we enter.  I am going to make one change to the plan.  Decathlon is going to be team F.  That will leave team B with only three people, but I will step onto that team if it becomes necessary to keep them at four.  Decathlon, they fear you.  They will probably have some plan to catch you or stop you.  As long as you are not caught, we can keep them afraid.  We will keep you on defense for a while, then if we need to switch things up we will change you to offense.”
 
   Jay did not like this plan, as it left him solely responsible for whatever responsibilities were given to “team F”.  He realized, however, that this was not Hammer’s way of utilizing him, it was her way of utilizing the rest of the team.  She wanted to prove that they could establish a successful offense on their own.  Jay nodded in agreement to the plan.
 
   There was no countdown this time.  The team waited with solemn looks for their second chance.  The door opened, and Hammer led them all in, with Jay taking up the rear.  Once Jay got into the arena, he noticed that team A was already off to scope out the competition.  He looked around at the new landscape.  It was amazing how they could change it so fast.  This time they were playing in a city, and replicas of buildings were set up throughout, complete with roads, parks, and cars parked on the sides.  The only thing missing are the civilians, Jay thought in admiration.  
 
   “Decathlon, this way.”  Jay hurried over to the park bench where the new set of supplies sat.  To his surprise he arrived to find an array of artillery, with all sorts of guns.  He was relieved to discover that the ammunition consisted of paintball pellets, and immediately he felt silly for his moment of panic.  
 
   “We’re in a war zone this time,” Hammer explained, “and these are the weapons we have at our disposal.  We can win this game in one of two ways, either eliminate all the players from the other team, or capture a set of four bases around the city.  If you are hit with a paintball, you are required to jump into the closest manhole, which is a tunnel leading out of the arena.  It means you are out of the game if you are hit, so don’t get hit.  And don’t pretend you weren’t hit either and keep shooting, because they have cameras set up all over the city, and any team that doesn’t follow the rules will be disqualified.  We have a map to go by this time, and the closest base is at the end of the park, close enough that it’s a given that we will have it held.  There is also a base right near the opposite door where the orange team would be coming in, and two more in between.  We will view the map with their base as north, and ours as south.  I will lead teams B and C to take the east base, Duke will lead teams D and E to take the west base.  Once a base is established and secure, one team is to remain there to guard the base and the other is to move towards the opposite one to assist.  Once both those bases have been established, we will divide our forces accordingly to keep some guarding, and to move in for an assault on their last base.  First priority is not to get hit, second priority is to hit them.  The bases are third priority, until we reach the final assault, then taking the base becomes first priority.  Team A will check back at the east and west bases once they have the information they need.  Team F will fortify and guard this base with all he’s got.”
 
   With the plan in place, they each took the weaponry they desired, and began to move out.  Jay decided he would like as much firepower as he could get, so once everyone else had chosen what they would like, Jay picked up the park bench and brought it over to the base with the rest of the supplies on it.  There was a considerable amount left, but Jay did not want to leave any behind.  If he would be their last defense, he wanted to make sure it would be a good one.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO HOURS INTO the simulation, Jay found himself still unvisited by either team.  He had already boarded and blocked up all the windows and doors, leaving no way of an enemy getting into the base without a few Titans taking time to unblock something.  Jay figured this would be good, because he would be able to fire at them from the fourth floor windows while they tried to get in.  The base was a total of four floors high, and the top floor was all one room, making it easy for Jay to run around and check all sides.  He had been meticulous to constantly check the windows for a while, but he was beginning to get tired of standing there all alone.  He was also beginning to feel weaker and slower, and that made him nervous.  If my abilities go out now, there’d be no way I could hold off an attack.  
 
   Jay continued to check the windows, this time moving at a fast walk.  He paused when he got to the window that faced north.  If only there weren’t so many other buildings, I might be able to see some of the other bases, Jay thought to himself.  As he was looking forward out the window, the corner of his eye caught sight of some movement in the fourth story window of the building across the street, and he ducked out of the way just in time as a paintball flew in, narrowly missing his head.
 
   Jay wanted to see who he was up against, so he moved quickly out of sight to a different window.  As soon as he poked his head out, another paintball flew his way from a different window, and once again he was barely missed.  Jay had been so proud of his plan of blocking all the entrances, planning to rain paintballs on anyone who tried to break their way in, but he never thought that he would be the victim of cover fire.  If they had a Titan down there working on the barricade, it would not be long before they could get in if they are not resisted.  Jay ran down the stairs to the first floor to check the barricades, and to his relief they were still there.  From what he could hear from the outside, he could tell there was someone trying to clear rubble from the outside, but without much success.  Jay could tell from the changing position that it was a Hermes out there trying to clear the rubble, not a Titan.  He felt better, as he knew it would take a Hermes a long time to get those heavy objects cleared enough for someone to get inside.
 
   Jay ran up to the third floor.  He only had boards over those windows, and he could still see through the cracks between the boards.  He could see two Hermes in the upper windows of the building across the way, each aiming into the two north facing windows of Jay’s base.  He looked around as much as he could see, through the cracks in the boards facing each direction, and it appeared that all that were around were the three Hermes.  Good, no Titans.  Jay was a little relieved, although he knew he was still not in a great position.
 
   For a while Jay more or less just waited there.  He would avoid the windows, and from time to time he would hold a board up in front of a window in order to draw off some fire.  He figured if he did this long enough they would begin to run low of ammunition, but Jay soon realized they must have plenty with them, as they showed no signs of running low.  Three hours into the game found Jay still trapped inside the base, with those Hermes firing in at him while another tried to find a way into the base.
 
   Jay went down to check on the progress of the Hermes who was clearing the debris, but when he got there he realized the sounds coming from outside the walls were too loud to be the sounds of moving these items out of the way.  It sounded more like they were just throwing things at the pile.  Jay moved to the second story and looked out through the boarded window, and immediately noticed what the Hermes had been doing.  Instead of clearing the pile, they were making it bigger.  Realizing they could not clear a path to the lower entrances, they decided to build the pile up and use it to climb to the second story windows.  Jay hadn’t thought of this possibility before, and he realized they did not need a Titan for that – a Hermes could easily knock a board off of a window.
 
   Where is my team?  Jay wondered.  Then the range of possibilities began playing through his head.  Maybe they have already been hit.  Maybe I am the only one left.  Maybe the other team is also defeated, except for these three.  Could this be the final battle?
 
   Jay began to worry that the game might be coming down to him once again.  Once again, he was not pleased with his odds.  There were less of them this time, but both his mental ability and his strength were all but ineffective at this point.  The only one of his abilities that he could feel holding strong now was his speed, but that made this a face-off between three Hermes and one Hermes.  Jay moved back to the third floor, and tried to think of a plan.  He decided the best he could do at this point was to fire back, and hope he got lucky.  Jay held up the board, and a few more shots hit it.  Then he lifted a gun so the nozzle was facing out the window and quickly began to fire.  He took care to keep as much of his arm hidden as possible, because he knew a hit would be a hit, and his arm is just as vulnerable as any other part of him.  He fired until that gun was out of ammunition, then quickly recoiled his arm back out of sight.  Immediately a few shots followed, coming back in through the window.  He knew those shots were not meant to hit him; they were fired to taunt him.  He had fired wildly, and they were letting him know they had just as much ammunition to burn.  Jay got another gun, and once again he lifted it and fired repeated out the window.  
 
   Half way through his firing, the alarm sounded, signaling the end of the game.  Jay looked down at himself to make sure he hadn’t been hit.  Realizing he was still in the game, he looked out the window.  All three of the invading Hermes were still there, unhit and eligible.  Jay realized what must have happened just before the voice came on to announce it.  “The game has ended, the green team has captured all four bases.  Please make your way back through the door from which you entered.  Thank you for participating in this year’s simulation games!”
 
   Jay was elated.  They weren’t defeated after all!  He thought with relief.  Jay ran down to the second story and pried off the boards from one of the windows.  He looked out at the pile of debris, and realized just how close the Hermes were getting to being able to enter.  He jumped out onto the pile, and climbed down to the ground.
 
   As he reached the ground he saw a few of his team mates coming around the corner of a building towards him.  There were three of them there, and they were smiling just as widely as Jay was himself.  He ran over to greet them.
 
   They told Jay that they were the three left from guarding the two middle bases, but that there would be more coming back from the far base.  As they waited for the remainder of their teammates, they told Jay of all that had happened to them.  One Titan, after an assault on his base that left him the last one standing from either team there, decided to create scarecrows to post at the windows.  He explained how the base he was guarding was particularly dark, so he built fake people out of pieces of debris and placed them at every window.  “A few Hermes came by and fired at some of them, but after I returned fire from a different window they ran off,” he explained with pride.
 
   The other two, a Hermes and a Titan, had managed to hold their base by mere force.  They said they simply fired back at anyone who came, and were able to get the orange players before the orange players got them.  
 
   Jay learned that the middle bases were taken quickly, and once acquired a team of four were left in each of them, while the rest went off to join Hammer for the attack on the last base.  
 
   Jay began to explain his scenario, and how the three Hermes were kept at bay.  While he spoke, they noticed a group of four coming their way.  There was Hammer, leading three more of their team members back.  The pride on her face was radiant, and Jay knew she was satisfied with this win.  
 
   Once they were all together, they began walking back, still swapping their war stories.  Hammer mentioned how they had split the forces in three, with one group making a frontal assault while two smaller groups tried to sneak around the back.  She mentioned how the front group was nearly depleted when they received the reinforcements coming from the center bases.  The sneak attack from the back did not flush them out as Hammer had hoped, but it did trap a large group of them inside, and it was then a matter of picking them off whenever one would get too close to a window.
 
   “They made the same mistake we did, they clumped,” Hammer said with excitement.  “When we first arrived a group of them were in a circle in front of the base, and all we needed to do was fire at that circle and we were sure to hit someone.  That gave us a quick man advantage.”
 
   Jay was sorry to see that Duke was nowhere to be found.  He was hoping Duke would be able to see the victory from the inside.  The other Prometheus, who was part of the group who survived from the far base, soon began recounting Duke’s story, and it was not a sad one.  “Duke was on fire out there!  He held up a blanket reading at least twice as long as I’d ever seen him do before, and whenever one of them even thought of poking their head out a window for a shot, he was ready!  He must have taken out at least six of them on his own.  He would have gotten more if he hadn’t become their main target.  One of them had gotten on the roof, and we didn’t realize there was a way onto the roof, so we weren’t looking there.  The player was able to get a few shots off in Duke’s direction before being noticed.  Unfortunately one of the shots landed.  By that point there were only two of them left in there though, so I think Duke knew we were going to win this one.”
 
   Jay could not help but wonder what would have happened if he had lost his base.  It appeared that those three Hermes were the last members of the orange team left standing at the end of the game, but if they had gotten him and taken the base, they would have had a good vantage point.  Jay was sure his team would have left some guarding the other bases, so only three or four would remain to try and take this one.
 
   With the excitement all around him, he decided not to think any more about it for the moment.  Once they got outside of the arena, the thirteen members of their team who had been eliminated were waiting still covered in paint, and gave a loud cheer upon their arrival.  
 
   They returned to the dining hall without cleaning up first, and spent the whole night together talking and celebrating.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   JAY COULD NOT decide if he regretted the all-nighter they had just pulled once classes began the next morning.  He still felt pretty good, and was glad to have been there to celebrate with them, but he had trouble concentrating on his classes as it was, and skipping a night’s sleep after the stress of the game was not helping.  He sat through his classes out of formality, then moved on to get lunch with Michael as he always did.  
 
   Jay wanted to ask for Michael’s opinion as to why his powers had failed him the day before, but there were constantly people around that Jay did not want to overhear.  At this point there were only four teams left, and although the other three are all ranked much higher than they were, that only made them all the more feared.  People seemed to know what to expect from the other three teams – a group of talented Hermes, Titans, and Prometheus, who had trained and organized thoroughly.  With the green team, people were unsure what their story was.  They had now won two games, and the victories were different for each.  The first consisted of their first year recruit outmaneuvering the whole team on his own, and the second saw very little of him, with the rest of the green team overpowering the orange team at every turn.  Jay knew their victory was not as swift as the rumors made it out to be, but Hammer never corrected the tales, so Jay decided he would not either.  
 
   After lunch, they got together for yet another practice.  None of them had slept the night before, and it was beginning to show.  Hammer was the only one who looked fully awake, and with her running the practice, they knew it would not be any lighter than if they were well rested.
 
   “Before we start, I want to congratulate all of you for a fantastic game yesterday,” Hammer began.  “But now that game is over, as are the celebrations.  Now we need to focus on the next game coming up next weekend.  The two teams we have faced thus far were not bad teams, but now we have only the best teams left ahead of us.  Our next game is against one of the big four, and if we win that, we will most likely be up against the red team in the finals.  We cannot ease up now.  I heard the stories from the groups I was not a part of, but I don’t want stories, I want reports.  What worked well, and what could we improve on?”
 
   The Titan who had held the east base using scarecrows spoke up.  “Tricking them worked well.  I figured I had the weakest post, so I made it look like the strongest, and they stayed away.  If we can’t outmuscle these teams, maybe we can outthink them.”
 
   “Outthink Brain?  That would be like a slug trying to outrun a Hermes,” Duke’s Prometheus friend retorted.
 
   Hammer was not happy with this remark.  “With that attitude we might as well just give up.  Brain is not unstoppable.  What else is there to report?”
 
   “If we start taking a lead, we can’t get cocky.”  It was Duke this time.  Duke was the only one who did not change his shirt after their game the day before, and the big blue paint splotch was clearly visible.  He wore it as a show of pride in their accomplishment.  “I was doing well and I felt invincible, so I wasn’t thinking of maintaining a solid cover.  I got cocky and allowed myself to be too much in the open.”
 
   “Good point Duke, and a great lesson.  We need to remember our first game, where we were all but finished, but the game turned around and we won.  These teams consist of the best students at this school, and they could turn a loss into a win just as easily if we let them.”
 
   Jay raised his hand.  He did not want to admit to his shortcoming from the game, but he knew he had to, as part of the team.  “I had a personal problem during the game yesterday.”
 
   “Yes, your mind reading was not functioning properly again.”
 
   “No, it was more than that.  After a while holding the base, all my abilities disappeared.  I could barely run, I felt weak, and I could see nothing at all around me mentally.  I had no idea those Hermes were there until they began to fire at me.”
 
   The whole group looked at him in partial disbelief.  It was Hammer who finally broke the silence.  “All of them?  Gone completely?  Are they back now?”
 
   “Yes, definitely,” Jay assured them, “I feel great now.”
 
   “Good, we need you in top condition if we are going to stand a chance next weekend.  We’ll have to experiment this week to figure out a way to keep your abilities around.  My first assumption is that we’ll need to keep you active.  From what I’ve seen so far, you appear to be in best shape when you are actively using your abilities – maybe we just need to keep you on the offensive line in the next two games.”
 
   Jay could see the rest of the team smiling and nodding at this idea.  They seemed to like the idea of sending Jay against their opponents.  What Hammer said made sense as well; Jay knew that he was at his best when he was pit up against powerful opponents.  Somehow he felt like this was not the answer.  He did not always lose his abilities when he was not active, in fact he had never lost his abilities since arriving at the school, with the exception of during the games.  He also did not always have his abilities while he was active; during the game the previous day, he was still moving around and keeping pace with the game, but his abilities vanished.  Still, being unable to come up with a better explanation, Jay decided this was probably the best place to start.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THROUGHOUT THE NEXT week the team practiced rigorously, and Hammer made sure to test Jay’s abilities as they had never been tested before.  She did not just keep the tests to practice times either, sometimes she would come up to him in the halls and place a heavy object on him from behind, or say “think fast” and throw objects at him to see if he could catch them in time, or pop up and ask him to quickly tell her what she’s thinking.  She always tried to sneak up on him at these times, but his reading ability was always on track in the halls, so he was always able to see her coming.  By the end of the week, they still had not figured out what caused Jay to lose his abilities, but they did learn one thing.  They learned that he was all around more effective with his abilities when he practiced with a larger group.  The more people he practiced with, the more weight he could lift, faster he could run, and from time to time the pictures in his head even got clearer.
 
   When the day came for their next game, Hammer had a new plan of action set up.  They were to arrive fifteen minutes before game time outside their designated entrance.  After their pep-talk, Jay was to take off and run laps through the halls of the school, then make his way back when it is one minute to game time.  Jay did as they planned, and for the first time he felt fully functional when they walked through the door to begin.
 
   The arena was dark.  The only light they could see came a short distance in front, where a flashlight on a stand shone down on their supplies.  After a look at their supplies they realized the lights being off was no accident, it was part of the game.  The supplies consisted of ten pairs of night vision goggles, three shovels, a large metal detector, and a picture of a metallic orb.  The object of the game was simple, find the orb and protect it.  According to the directions, once one team finds the orb, they must press a button on it corresponding to their team.  A dim light will go on in the arena corresponding to the team which holds the orb – green if the green team finds the orb, or grey if the grey team does.  A light will also shine down from the roof on the orb that can be visible from any part of the arena, and the light will follow the orb as it is moved about the arena.  If a team can keep control of the orb for twenty minutes, that team wins.
 
   Team A did not take off right at the beginning this time, but instead waited for Hammer to signal them.  Once the directions were read, Hammer decided she was ready to begin.  “Teams A and F, grab a pair of goggles each and go scout out the competition.”
 
   Jay was surprised to hear that team F would be going with team A on the scouting trip, but even more surprised when he realized that he was team F.  “Me?”
 
   Hammer did not want to waste more time on this.  “Yes, go with them, you are in good shape right now and I don’t want to waste that by having you stand around.  Go!”
 
   They all grabbed a pair of goggles, and just before they took off Hammer added, “and see if you can get us some more of these goggles!”
 
   Jay put on his goggles and took off with team A.  He could see now that the arena was set up like a warehouse, with boxes stacked upon boxes all over the place.  Instead of a floor, however, they all sat on plain dirt, similar to that which was used in their first match in the forest.  They ran along, a little slower than normal but still at a quick pace, with each of the two pairs of scouts on either side, and Jay running in the middle.  
 
   Jay picked up on the trap long before they got to it.  His mind reading was still holding, so he was able to see the thoughts of the four who were waiting for them.  
 
   “Stop, there’s a trap up ahead,” Jay told his team.  He could see that there were two Hermes and two Titans.  They were clearly set up to capture the scouting party, as none of them were making a great deal of effort to block their thoughts, clearly expecting to find just Hermes coming their way.  Jay tried to figure out how to locate them, but all he could see was that they were hiding on top of a pile of boxes, and that the Titans were holding a crate between the two of them that they would trap their captives in.  Jay could not see where they were, but he could tell that their trap would hold a Hermes well… but not a Titan.
 
   “I’ll go defuse the trap.  I’ll give an all clear when it’s good for you to follow,” Jay instructed the four other scouts.  He continued forward at a run, allowing the grey team the opportunity they would be looking for.  Jay knew the trap was coming, but it still surprised him just how fast they were upon him.  He allowed himself to be caught, even though he could easily have fought off the two Hermes who held him.  As they were about to push him into the crate, Jay planted his feet and thrust his arms forward, throwing the Hermes who held him in instead.  He quickly threw the crate door shut, just in time for the two Titans to grab him.  Jay realized he was not quite strong enough to just plant his feet and dispel them as he did with the Hermes, so he dropped his feet out from under him, falling onto his back.  As the Titans moved to pin him, he quickly swung his feet in front and underneath them, and kicked out, sending the Titans flying.
 
   “It’s Decathlon!  They sent Decathlon after us!” one of the Titans yelled to the other.  They got up, but instead of running after Jay, they began to run in the other direction.  
 
   Jay quickly dashed back to where the rest of the scouts were following.  “All clear, we have two Hermes trapped in a crate up ahead, and two Titans running for their lives.  I’m going to catch the Titans before they get back to the rest of grey team and give away our position.”  Before any of the others could respond, Jay dashed off again, back towards the Titans.
 
   They weren’t difficult to catch up to.  Jay’s adrenaline was pumping, and his speed and strength were at peak condition.  He caught up to them right as they reached a corner of boxes.  “Looks like I have you cornered,” Jay said, enjoying his position of power.  He began moving towards them, trying to decide how to trap them.
 
   With his focus on his own thoughts, he did not notice all the others which were suddenly within range.  They attacked him from behind, grabbing his arms and pulling them behind his back to tie him up.  The one holding his left arm was not strong and he quickly got it loose, but it was soon caught again, this time by a Titan.  His night vision goggles were yanked from his head and he was plunged into darkness.  Jay struggled to keep himself moving, keep himself from being captured.  As he tossed one away, another would grab him from a different direction.  Jay struggled to see, but no matter how hard he strained his eyes, there was no relief from the dark.  With his eyes ineffective, all he had to go by were his mental images.  He could see the thoughts of his attackers, but they were jumbled, and it was difficult to watch and block the advances of more than one at a time.
 
   Then something new happened.  As Jay focused on the pictures, they began to move.  The pictures had moved before, shifting around the collage, changing size and shape as he focused on different things.  He knew they could move, but this time was different.  As he tried to focus on the subject of the pictures, namely himself, instead of on the pictures individually, they seemed to shift to form a total image of himself.  What he was seeing now was a mix from the sights being seen by all of his attackers at once.  Just as they saw him at different angles, Jay found that he now had a 360 degree view of himself as well, and he could shift his view point at his will.  He continued to struggle as he moved his focus from himself to the environment around himself, and sure enough the pictures remained in a tapestry of visions, allowing him to see anything that those around him could see.  The eyes of his attackers did not glow, but it was as if a light were shining from each of them, making all in their line of sight visible in the light of Jay’s mind.
 
   It took Jay a moment to adjust to his newfound sight.  It was much different to view the world from a third person perspective, but he compensated surprisingly fast.  With his new perspective, he could now see that his right foot was close to the side of a large crate, so he kicked out at it, propelling him and his captors sideways in the other direction.  With those around him off balance, Jay pulled one arm free again, but this time he could see the person moving to grab that arm, and he quickly dodged the grab, and instead took hold of their arm and pulled them onto the Titan who still held onto his other arm.  The collision was enough for him to free his second arm, and with his arms free, the rest of his body soon followed.  
 
   He was now free to weave in and out of the crowd as he pleased.  Even the Hermes around could not catch him now, as their sight was limited by what they could see through their own goggles, and as such were moving cautiously.  Jay began gathering up as many pairs of goggles as he could, snatching them off the heads of those around him.  Each one he took decreased his own sight, but by the time this was significant enough to inhibit his motions, he simply put on one of the pairs he had taken, and grabbed the last few off of his opponents.  He dashed off with his new bundle, back towards the rest of the scouting crew.
 
   Jay could see that the others were getting anxious when he arrived back, but he could also tell that their discomfort vanished upon seeing the package Jay had returned with.  “Decathlon, what did you do!  You must have taken every pair of goggles they had!”
 
   “I hope so, it would certainly give us an advantage,” Jay responded with a smile.  “Let’s get back to the others and give them our… report.”
 
   They sped off, back towards their own group.  
 
   When they arrived back to where Hammer was, their reception was certainly a welcome one.  Hammer excitedly distributed out the goggles that Jay had collected.  To her surprise, Jay had gathered twelve pairs of goggles.  “But we only started with ten?”  she questioned.
 
   “They have a lot of supplies that we don’t have.  I think they have been opening the boxes and finding useful items inside,” Jay replied.
 
   Jay could not see Hammers face clearly, but he could read just enough of her thoughts to tell that she felt a little silly for not having thought of that herself.  “You three, with the shovels!  Start using them to pry open boxes, and report to me on what you find.”
 
   With the report given, team A was sent back to keep an eye on the opponents, and make sure they did not recover enough to become a threat again.  Jay was sent off to scout out on his own for the orb.  After half an hour of searching, a dim green light came on in the arena.  Jay knew what this meant; someone on his team had found the orb and pressed their button.  Jay threw off his goggles, as they now made it more difficult to see with the amount of light visible, and ran as fast as he could in the direction of the ray of white light which must be the signal as to the location of the orb.  He got there quickly, and found his team already setting up a defense around it.
 
   “Come on Decathlon, join the line!  We are creating a circle around Hummer, who has the orb.  We’re backing towards the back wall of the arena, then sliding down towards the corner.  The fewer directions we need to guard against, the better!”  Hammer was calling out her plan with a mix of excitement and paranoia, glancing every which way to see when an attack would occur.
 
   They hadn’t reached the wall yet when the attack came.  Duke had called out shortly before the attack came that there were many greys around, but they were still not prepared for such a thorough, well organized attack.  Jay had kept towards the center of the group, close to Hummer, in order to be a last defense.  It was not long before he saw some of the grey team members breaking through the line.  He realized the grey team had chosen a section of the green teams’ defenses, and were focusing their attack there.  As the first of them broke through, Jay ran over and met them.  With a tackle resembling that of a football player, Jay scooped up the front grey team member with his shoulder, and using him as a plow pushed back the whole line of grey team members.  This allowed his own team the time and space needed to reform their defense, putting the grey team back at square one on their attack.  Jay was now on the outside, and decided his best way to help would now be to run around the outside and pull off anyone who was making progress through the line.  With the defenses now held strong, the grey team was unable to make a second push through the line.  The lights came on to their normal strength, and the loudspeaker called out with its usual message, signaling the end of the game.  They had lasted through the twenty minutes, and had won another match.
 
   There were no cheers this time.  No words of congratulations, and no pats on the back.  Most of the team were dumbfounded that they had actually won the game, and not only won the semifinal match, but had beaten one of the top teams.  Those who had gotten passed the sense of awe had moved on to the next emotion; fear.  Up until this point, the idea of facing the red team had been a distant notion, with far too many obstacles coming before it to give the idea any real thought.  Now it was official - they would face the red team the next day.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   THEY GOT TOGETHER immediately for a practice, without even going back for showers first.  Many of them were covered in dirt from digging, or from being knocked down during the final attack, but they ignored the grime.  It was never actually declared that they would have a practice – rather the whole team just followed Hammer.  She walked out of the arena in silence, up to the school in silence, and all the way to a practice room without a word while her whole team walked silently behind her.  Jay could see people whispering to each other as the team passed in the halls.  He noticed Michael on the side as they passed.  Did you win?  The thought came.  Yes.  Jay thought back, with a smile.  Michael responded with a big smile of his own.
 
   They arrived at the room, and for a few minutes nobody spoke, they just rested.  Most took seats on benches, or on the floor.  Hammer immediately went over to the weights and started lifting.  After a few reps, she came back over to the group.  She had cleared her head, and was finally ready to speak.
 
   “We won,” she said, with a smile.  A few members of the team laughed, but many remained unmoved from their solemnity.  “I know,” Hammer continued, “I know just like you do that we have our toughest match tomorrow.”
 
   “Tough is an understatement,” Duke’s friend retorted.  “I’d say we have a near impossible match tomorrow.”
 
   “I’m glad you agree,” Hammer replied.
 
   “So you realize it’s impossible too?”
 
   “You didn’t say it was impossible, you said it was near impossible.  I was agreeing that we do have a chance.  If we are going to be ready, we need to see what we know about the red team.  Duke, what do we know?”
 
   Duke stood up, and began recounting the information he had found.  “Well, the most obvious weakness is with their first year, Sapphire.  She has had fewer classes than the rest, and is less trained, so she would be the most likely one for us to be able to catch with a traditional Hermes catching tactic.  From what I’ve heard she got caught pretty quickly in their first match, but in the second she avoided all obstacles with ease.  I’m sure Brain has spent considerable time working with her on these areas.  Then there’s Tornado – he is a Hermes, but he’s also without a doubt the strongest non-Titan in the school physically.  He’s the closest thing to multiple powers outside of Decathlon here.  His weakness is that he likes to show off by indirectly challenging Titans.  Then there’s Cyclops.  Some say he got his name because he was so good at mind reading he could peer into a person’s soul with the glance of a single eye, but upon further investigation I discovered that he originally got the name because he has a lazy left eye, and when he needs to see something clearly he closes his left eye.  He is a very good mind reader though, so the typical plan of attacking him from the left may not work, since he would still, in a way, see you coming.  The rest appear flawless.  None have had to take a weekly test more than twice except their first year, and Brain hasn’t even had to go for a second time since his first year.”
 
   “Brain does have a weakness though.”  Jay had meant for this realization to stay in his head, but in his moment of realization the words came out of their own accord.  The whole team turned to look at him giving their complete attention, so he had to continue.  “He wants to win.”
 
   Hammer smiled.  “We all want to win.  I don’t see how that’s a weakness.”
 
   “No, we all want to win the game, but Brain is looking for more than that.  He had a tough first few years here, and he wants to use these games to prove his capabilities so he can be used accordingly in the field when he leaves here.  He doesn’t just want to win, he wants to dominate the game.  Maybe we could use his desire for perfection against him in some way?”
 
   Duke was incredulous.  “How do you know he had a tough first few years?  Did you…did you manage to read Brain’s mind?”
 
   “No, not even close.  You probably don’t want to hear this, but I met with Brain at one point.  He told me about how he was picked on during his first two years, and that these games are how the administration places the graduates.  He wants to show he can make it out in the field.”
 
   “Maybe he was lying to you Jay, to throw you off,” Hummer chimed in.
 
   “No,” Duke replied, “Brain never lies.  I heard that just before the games last year a sixth year Titan was picking on one of the smaller Titans that was on Brain’s team at the time.  Brain stepped in and told the bully that if he didn’t knock it off, he would pin the guy to the ground using a piece of broccoli.”
 
   “And he did?  How did he pull that off?”  one of the Hermes questioned.
 
   “The Titan went to push Brain, so Brain dropped down and flipped the Titan over himself using the guy’s own strength.  The Titan got up and tried again, but Brain kept using the Titan’s own strength against him.  Finally after a few minutes of this someone came out of the cafeteria nearby holding a plate with some broccoli on it.  Brain grabbed a piece, flipped the Titan around one more time, this time pulling his arm around so that the Titan hit the ground on his back.  Brain moved as if to hit the guy, but instead he stopped just before the Titan’s face, holding the broccoli up right between his eyes.  The Titan probably could have gotten up if he tried, but he was so shocked that he just lied there until Brain let him up.  Brain made him look like a complete fool, and he certainly didn’t lie.”
 
   “That’s an amusing story,” Hammer said, “but it doesn’t tell us how we could use his desire for glory against him.  I’ll think this over and come up with some possible scenarios.  For now, we need to get this practice started.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY COULD NOT sleep.  All he could think about was the upcoming match against Brain, Zahrah, and the red team.  On his way back to the dorm after practice he had heard two people talking about the upcoming match.  They were discussing who they thought would win, the red team or the green team.  The first one had said that he heard rumors that the new first year on the green team was literally unstoppable, with twice the strength, speed, and mental abilities of any other student at the school.  The other disagreed, saying that Brain has proven himself to be the most powerful student in the school, and even if the newbie on the green team took second, the red team outdoes the green team in every other way, as the second to least on the red team is clearly better than the second best on the green team.
 
   Jay wanted to step in and argue with them.  They clearly did not know he was listening in, and he was certainly not a part of the conversation, except as a topic, but he still wanted to approach them and defend his team, to tell them that the green team was better than they think, and that they really did stand a chance against the overrated red team.  Except he could not.  The problem was, he felt like they were right.  Jay knew that he may hold more power within him, but without being able to control that power it was far inferior to what Brain had.  Brain had a control over his mental abilities like none of the other students, and he was extremely smart as well.  Jay believed that it was no contest at all, that Brain was clearly the top student in the games, not just because of his control over his ability, but also because of his renown as a leader.  It was also true that the rest of Brain’s team were the best in the school, while Jay’s team consisted mostly of those who weren’t accepted onto other teams.
 
   Jay lied in bed, trying to think of how they could outsmart Brain.  After a few hours, long after the hopes for a good night’s sleep had come and gone, Jay drifted off to sleep to the usual images of the dreams of those who slept around him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY HAD A moment of peace the next morning before it came back to him what the day had to bring.  It was not so much that he remembered as saw the blaring, excited images coming from Duke’s head.  Duke was rushing about, trying to get ready as quickly as he could without making too much noise.  For a moment Jay thought Duke might be rushing because they were late, but he could see the clock from where he lay, and there was still time to get ready.
 
   It being a weekend, the only people out of bed at that time were Duke and Jay, and Duke having already taken a shower, Jay had it to himself.  He took his time, mostly to avoid seeing Duke running about the way he was.  Jay was doing all he could to remain calm, but he could not help but become nervous while watching Duke.  It was also nice to get away from the rest of the first years in their room, who were clearly watching Duke and Jay.  They remained in bed, but most of them were woken up by Duke’s activities, and the excitement was contagious.  
 
   Jay finished his shower and got dressed.  Upon exiting the bathroom, he immediately noticed a tray of food sitting on his bed.  Jay could not decide if he was hungry or not, or even if the food would stay down if he did eat.  A note was shoved in between the pancakes and ham that read “good luck, -Snake”.  Jay looked down at Snake, who was lying on his back relaxing on the lower bunk with his hands up under his head.  The only sign that he had been out of bed was the fact that his boots were still on.  Michael looked over at Jay with a smile and shrugged.  
 
   “Thanks,” Jay got out.  He was immediately embarrassed by the way his voice sounded; it was weak and shaky.
 
   “No problem bud.  Knock them dead out there.” Michael was not sure what else to say, so after a moment he went back to looking at the bottom of the bunk above him.
 
   Jay decided to eat a little of the food, if only as a courtesy to Michael’s kind gesture.  Once he started eating the hunger took over, and it was not long before he finished off the whole tray.  Jay realized Duke had already left, so he grabbed the empty tray and made his way out himself.  He entered the cafeteria to return the tray, and as he did the noise level decreased to a whisper, and then went out.  Jay kept his head down as he walked to the counter and returned the empty tray.  He knew everyone there was looking at him, and he had no desire to see this with his eyes.  He quickly made his way back out of the cafeteria, and off towards the starting door of the arena.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   HE ARRIVED TO find a few of his teammates already there waiting in silence.  There was Duke, Hammer, Hummer, and a few others, all stretching out or moving about to stay loose.  It was not long before Hammer noticed he had joined the group, and called him to the side.
 
   “How are you feeling today?”  she asked him with a solemn look.  Jay could almost feel her hanging on his response, as if the whole game would be decided then and there.
 
   “Good…a little nervous,” Jay admitted.  His abilities were all intact, but he could not help but dread what would happen if they kicked out again.
 
   “Ok, I want you fully warmed up in every way.  Finish stretching, then grab that backpack over there, put it on and run a few laps through the halls, reading at least one thought from every person you pass along the way.  I filled the backpack with sand to make it heavy.  Get back here when there are two minutes left until the game starts.”
 
   Jay wished he did not have to perform this warm up task.  It was not that it would be too difficult, on the contrary, as he picked up the bag he realized his strength was doing quite well, and with his blanket reading still working, he would read minds whether he wanted to or not.  The problem was that he did not want to read the minds of those he passed because he knew what they would say.  Jay started off, and was soon proven right; whenever someone noticed him running by, their thoughts turned to the game, and the odds that the green team could beat the red team.  Jay was surprised to find how mixed the thoughts were however.  Previously all he could read from people was that the red team would dominate the game hands down, but now he could see many people thinking he, Decathlon, could actually accomplish the feat.
 
   By the time Jay arrived back at the arena door, the rest of his team were there waiting, and Jay’s confidence had at least risen off the floor from the thoughts of confidence he saw during his run.  He took off the backpack and placed it down by the door, and joined the rest of his team in their silent contemplation.  
 
   After a moment, Hammer checked the time and declared, “one minute until we begin.  Ok, once the door opens, I will enter first with Decathlon.  I don’t want a second lost, so Decathlon, you go grab the instructions off the table and bring it to me, so I can read it as I walk to the table.  Actually, just bring the whole table, or whatever the directions and supplies are sitting on, right back to the entrance, so we can all see it as soon as we enter the door.  The rest of you line up to enter double file behind us.”
 
   The line had just finished forming when the click of the door unlocking could be heard, and Hammer opened the door.  
 
   Jay ran forward, and quickly found the directions and supplies sitting on a carpet, lying on top of a small dune of sand.  He rushed them back to the entrance before the third pair had entered the arena.  With his starting responsibility finished, he took a look around.  As far as he could see, there was nothing but hills and dunes of sand all around.  There was a strong wind blowing, causing dust storms that inhibited their visibility.  Jay took stock of the situation, trying to decide whether this would be an ideal place for a Hermes or a nightmare for them.  Without obstacles they would have free reign to go as fast as they would like, but the sand was not the best surface to get traction, and the dust storms would leave them running into oblivion.
 
   While Jay pondered their situation, Hammer had finished reading.  “Alright team, looks like we’re dealing with goggles again.  Luckily there are enough for all of us this time, and they will certainly help with all this sand blowing about.  The point of this game is to capture everyone on the red team before they can capture us.  Here are a bunch of devices that we need to use.  Apparently we just need to touch the person with this part here, and it will stick to them.  The object can detect the movement and sound of the person it is attached to, and neither of these things are allowed.  After the third offense, that team will forfeit the match, and the other team will win, so I do not want any of you moving or talking once you are caught, not even once!  Once a person is caught, if three different people on their team touch the thumb pad on the outside of the device, it will release its prisoner.  So if any of you come across one of our team members captured, give them a thumb print if you can, but watch for traps.”  Hammer looked around at the team, clearly trying to think fast for a plan of action.  “Everyone grab two of these things, one for each hand.  I am not sending scouts; they would be ready for that and we would just lose a few runners.  We will split into teams A through E, and loop around from different angles, each moving dune to dune.  Decathlon, you will be part of team B this time, we can’t afford to leave you alone, they will be looking for a chance to catch you.  Alright, now move!”
 
   Jay and his team looped around to the left.  He would have preferred a full on assault over the sneaking forward as they were doing.  His adrenaline was high, and he wished he could run about to release some energy, but he stuck to his orders and remained with his group.  Suddenly Jay heard a commotion from the group next to them.  It sounded like they were under attack, so Jay and his group began to move towards the noise in the hopes of catching the attackers off guard.  To their surprise, the attacker had stopped the attack, and was now running directly at them.  They were all amazed when they realized the attack had not come from a group, but rather from a single person, and Jay was particularly surprised when he realized that the one person was none other than Zahrah.  They spread out as quickly as they could in the hopes of surrounding her as she arrived, but she got to them too fast.  She reached the side of the group, and quickly leapt sideways to avoid the first two of Jay’s teammates who tried to trap her.  As she did a clear shot opened up where she could easily have trapped one of them, but she did not take it.  Instead she looked right at Jay and smiled.  She ran at him with a device in each hand, dodging the rest of the team as if they weren’t even there.  Jay managed to dodge her initial attack, but it did not take him long to realize she was faster than he was.  He kept dodging attacks, barely missing each time she thrust one of the devices towards him, so that a few times he was even surprising himself that he did not get caught.
 
   After a short time Jay managed to catch a break, as Zahrah had to turn her attention to dodge a few attacks herself.  Jay tried to take this chance to trap her, but as soon as he got within arm’s reach he found himself the target again, and he was forced to back away.  It was not long before Zahrah stopped ignoring Jay’s teammates, and with a quick motion, Jay saw her trap two of his team members, and grab their devices out of their hands.  She dodged an attack, then another, but was soon able to trap a third of Jay’s teammates.  Jay had to step in now, as there was just himself and one Hermes left among that group.  With Jay again within reach, Zahrah turned her attention, running around Jay swiftly to be out of range of the other Hermes.  Jay moved to give his teammate a view, but Zahrah kept moving to keep herself on the other side of Jay.  Jay could see the determination in Zahrah’s eyes, and he realized he could not beat her like this.
 
   “Go!  Get help for these three!  I’ll lead her away!”  Jay called to his teammate.  Without hesitation Jay’s teammate ran off into the desert.  Jay turned and ran with Zahrah close on his heels.  Whether or not the conditions were good for a Hermes he still was unsure, however he quickly learned that the conditions were terrible for someone being chased.  They were moving too fast for Jay to be able to see where he was going through the blowing sand, but all Zahrah needed to be able to see was him, and as she kept just a few paces behind him, this was not hard for her to do.  Jay would have been caught in no time if he was not able to read Zahrah’s mind, but her being a first year played to Jay’s advantage, and whenever she got close enough to get him, her decision to reach out for a trap would show in Jay’s mind and he would cut to the side and avoid it.  
 
   This went on for some time, with the two of them running all over the artificial desert.  Sometimes they would come across other people, either trapped or untrapped, but they were moving too fast to have any sort of interaction, and often too fast even to tell which team they were on.  
 
   Finally Jay realized he needed to shake Zahrah off, or else she would eventually get lucky with one of her trapping attempts and catch him.  Jay saw a small valley between two long mounds of sand up ahead, and realized the only way down into the valley was at the very end, with the sides too steep to safely run up or down.  Jay ran towards the valley diagonally from it, and at the last second cut sideways, running down the incline and into the valley itself.  Jay felt sure he would shake Zahrah with this, and she would have to stop herself and turn around, and by the time she would do that Jay would be too far away for her to find him again.  One quick glance into Zahrah’s head showed Jay that his plan had failed however; she had cut in right behind him, and was down in the valley with him, still in pursuit.  Jay realized he was now trapped with a wall on either side, so that if she made a move at him now he would not be able to sidestep out of the way.  He could see that Zahrah had realized the same thing, and began to push as fast as she could to catch him.  It was apparent that Jay’s only hope was to outrun her now, so he too pushed forward with all his speed.  He was now moving faster than he had ever moved in his life, but he could still feel her gaining on him.  The end of the valley came into sight, and there was another incline at that end that they could run up.  Jay pushed for the end, and run up the incline as Zahrah reached out to get him.  Jay reached the top before getting caught, but he no longer had time to dodge her, so he did the only other thing he could think of.  He jumped.
 
   With the momentum of a Hermes speed and the strength of a Titan’s legs he launched off the ground, leaving Zahrah far behind.  The roof of the arena which had seemed so incredibly high before quickly came to meet him, and being unable to stop himself he closed his eyes and hit the ceiling hard with his left shoulder.  The metal frame bent outward slightly, and Jay felt dizzy and disoriented as he began to fall back towards the dunes below.  He opened his eyes, and despite the pain and confusion he could not help but think of how nice it was to be above the wind, out of the sandstorms and battling going on below.  Jay felt almost at peace as he fell, until he hit ground and lost consciousness completely.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   WHEN JAY AWOKE, he was lying in the hospital ward, in the largest personal room they had.  Despite the size of the room, it was nearly filled up with people, most of whom were on either the red or green team.  On one side of his bed stood Brain and Zahrah, and on the other was Michael and Duke, with others crowding around behind them.  They all stayed quiet for a while, allowing Jay to wake up fully.  Jay could tell he was pretty beaten up; his left arm was being held immobile by bandages, as well as his hips and right leg.  Jay did not like laying there feeling the way he did with a sea of sympathetic looks around him, so he decided he would start the conversation himself.
 
   “So,” he began weakly, “who won?”
 
   The crowd began to laugh, and amidst the laughter Duke answered.  “They did.”
 
   “Hey now, you can’t just leave it at that,” Zahrah started with a small grin.  “Officially we were declared the winners, but technically you guys won.  A forfeit is a forfeit.”
 
   “Hold on, forfeit?  What happened?”  Jay was a little overwhelmed by all that was going on, but he needed to know how the game had really ended.
 
   Michael took the lead in explaining “Well, first you hit the ceiling at about 100 miles an hour, then you fell about 15 stories onto a dune of sand…” 
 
   “Don’t exaggerate.  And I meant what happened with the forfeit,” Jay asked.
 
   “That’s what I’m telling you.  You fell, and landed not far from where Brain was standing.  He ran over to see if you were alright, and when you did not respond he tried to call off the game.  When the sands wouldn’t stop he hit himself with the trapping device and moved around to end the game that way.  He sent the closest Hermes to get help, and began to take care of you himself.  Apparently he knows a good deal of first aid.”
 
   “Really? Wow, Brain, is there anything you can’t do?”  Jay said, trying to keep the mood light in spite of the grim tale being recounted.
 
   “That’s an odd question, coming from you,” Brain chided back at him.
 
   “But why was the red team declared the winner if Brain called the game off?  Shouldn’t there be a rematch or something?”  Despite his injuries, and the overwhelming desire to go back to sleep, Jay wanted to know everything first.
 
   “Well, I guess they were declared the winners because our whole team was either caught or… unconscious,” Duke explained.  “At the time of your accident, the rest of us were already caught.  What Brain didn’t realize is that the quickest way of ending the game wasn’t to break the rule and forfeit, but rather to have just touched you with the device.  It took the administration about a week before officially overturning the results and declaring the red team the winners.”
 
   “Wait, a week?  How long have I been out?”  Jay asked, almost in a panic.
 
   “Calm down Jay.  You have been out almost two weeks now.  Classes are over, but don’t worry, I talked to your teachers and they all agreed to give you extra time to finish your exams,” Duke assured him.
 
   Jay looked around, and was a little overwhelmed with the amount of people standing around, listening in on their conversation.  “Why are there so many people here?”  Jay could not help but ask.
 
   Michael looked up at Brain, then began to explain.  “Apparently, you get your power from being around other powerful people.  Brain figured it out a while ago apparently, and when they brought you back here after the game ended, Brain ordered that a group of Titans and Hermes stay by your bed at all times to give you strength.  As you can see, there was no lack of volunteers.”
 
   Jay was not sure what to say to this.  He never thought that the source of his abilities could be the people around him, but thinking about when he felt the strongest, the fastest, and read the clearest, it was always when he was around others that could do the same.  He looked over at Brain.  “Thanks Brain, I guess now that the games are over we can be friends.”
 
   “I guess so,” Brain replied.  “Although, you did lie to me.”
 
   Jay was taken aback.  “When did I lie to you?” he asked, struggling to think of what he might have said that was incorrect.
 
   Brain smiled at him.  “You told me you couldn’t fly.”  
 
   Jay smiled at this, glad that he hadn’t really done something to offend Brain.  Jay wanted to ask more questions, but he realized that no matter how many questions he asked, there would always be more that he would need answers to, so he let his head drop back onto the pillow in resignation.  Without meaning to, he soon fell back asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I WANT ANSWERS soldiers, and I want them now.”
 
   “He will be alright, sir, he should be up and about in…”
 
   “That’s not what I want answers about.  Rumors are all over the school about his being able to fly.”
 
   “He cannot, sir.  It was his speed plus the force with which he pushed off that propelled him up that high.”
 
   “So it was just a jump?  He jumped up to the ceiling of the arena?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “And you say he cannot fly?  Soldier, if he can really jump that high, and still be moving fast enough to dent the roof, I’d say that’s about as bad as flight.”
 
   “At least he cannot land, sir.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “Sir?  Only the broken arm came from his hitting the roof.  The cracked pelvis and broken leg came from the fall.”
 
   “He fell while nearly unconscious, and he was unprepared for the ceiling.  He was also weak from having been separated from Titans for a short time.  If he had been at full strength, and been ready for the impact, he might have been able to deflect himself off the ceiling, and achieved a landing when he came back down.”
 
   “Sir, from that height, and at that speed, even the best Titans…”
 
   “He is not the best Titans, soldier, he is an anomaly.  He is developing in ways we had previously thought impossible, and so we need to keep our minds open to any physical possibilities.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “On the topic of physical impossibilities, how the heck did he survive all that?”
 
   “It appears the sand helped, as it was a softer thing to land on than most.  Also, the fact that he was still strong from being near his team, which is predominantly Titans.  We suspect that his adrenaline slowed the loss of that power.  Lastly, he landed near a fellow student, who bandaged him enough to stop the bleeding and got him help quickly.  Any of those events missing and the end may have been different.”
 
   “So you think he got lucky.”
 
   “Yes, sir, the circumstances played favorably for him.”
 
   “So the rumors of his being immortal are false.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You really need to stop considering your speculations as facts.  He is still alive, so how do you know for sure of his mortality?  Still, I would have to agree.  His bones are clearly broken, and he is healing slowly, so that is pretty good evidence that he as a whole can be broken.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Any permanent damage?”
 
   “No, sir, he should heal completely.”
 
   “Then we need to be ready for that.  I fear that in the long run this might make him even stronger, and as a result, even harder to keep track of.  His brother is being picked up now, which should help keep him distracted.  We can also use his having multiple abilities to our advantage.  He is not the best academically, but having all three abilities means he should be taking all three sets of classes.  A harder course load may weigh him down a little more.”
 
   “Or it might help him exceed even faster.”
 
   “This is still our best bet.  If he somehow is still able to keep up, and we start to lose control, I have another plan waiting.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE BRIGHT SIDE to being bedridden, Jay realized, is that you have all the time you need to get your work done.  Jay did not enjoy lying in bed, being unable to get up and move, but there was always a friend or two around to help him with whatever he needed.  Brain, who admitted feeling a little responsible for Jay’s injuries, since he had purposefully led Jay away from the other Titans in the hopes of decreasing his strength, came by often to answer any academic questions Jay had about his classes, or to tell him stories of different simulation games he had been in, or other stories from his time at the school.  He even explained how he had actually planned on capturing Jay, if Jay hadn’t taken off the way he did. 
 
   “The plan was for Zahrah to chase you away from the rest of your team, while we trapped them.  Then after they were trapped, we would move them to the outer edges of the arena, and signal to Zahrah that things were in place.  She would then chase you into the center of the arena, where we had a trap set.  The trap wouldn’t capture you completely, but it would have slowed you down long enough for Zahrah to get away.  We would have our Prometheus’s waiting at the trap, and as you lost your speed, and with your strength gone by that point, we should be able to take you easily, no matter how much you could read.”
 
   Jay enjoyed hearing Brain’s strategies, even when they involved ways of stopping Jay himself.  Brain was much older than him, and certainly much smarter, but he was a child at heart, and this was his game.
 
   Another of Jay’s frequent visitors was Duke.  Without being able to move around, Duke and Jay quickly realized they really did not have many of the same interests, and conversation between them was awkward at first.  Before long, however, they made a habit out of sticking to the one thing of which they did share an interest, and that was the simulation games.  The games may have been over for that year, but Jay could see that to Duke, the games were never fully over.  He would talk about strategies that could be put into place next year, different ways they could have dealt with the different environments, and the stats of the students who would still be around the next year.  At first Duke tried to keep his big plans to himself, but Jay agreed that he would not play on a team unless Duke was on it as well, and that was good enough for Duke.
 
   Zahrah was another one who would visit constantly.  She had a lot of catching up to do with her classes as well, so she was not able to spend much time talking with him, but she would often bring her work in and sit there with him while she worked.  Her teachers had given her an extension on her tests as well; originally her professors had turned down her request for an extension, but with Brain saying that a Hermes by Jay’s bedside would give him strength, she ignored her tests and hardly ever left his side throughout the two weeks he spent unconscious.  Brain explained to the teachers that Zahrah had missed her tests in order to save Jay’s life, and they all gave in.  Even though they spent little time talking, Jay felt happier when she was around, as if she were an old true friend that he had known his whole life.  He allowed himself to treat this as the case, instead of the truth, that she was the Hermes nicknamed Sapphire, who was considered by many to be his enemy and a rival throughout this past season of games.  The games were over now, and they could now be friends; Jay was satisfied with that.
 
   There were the random visits from others too; Hammer, Hummer, first year Prometheus’ from his dorm room, team members from the green team, even many of the people from other teams who he had faced, or from his classes.  Out of everyone, however, the one who was always there was Michael.  The first few nights the nurse sent him away, but Michael waited nearby until he could see the nurse’s dreams, then snuck back in and took a seat by Jay’s bed once more.  At first he was reprimanded, then he was talked to, then he was ignored, and after a few days the nurse just stopped telling him to leave during closing time altogether.  
 
   Jay tried a few times to tell Michael to go live his own life, or to have some fun, but his answer was always the same.  “We’re on break for a few weeks before the new semester, so I don’t have any work to go do, and besides, what could be more fun than this?”  
 
   It was both a comfort and a struggle to see Michael always there beside him.  Michael was a great friend, and Jay was happy to have such a friend that he could rely on.  It was difficult at times though, because Jay could not help but feel like he did not deserve Michael to be there for him like this.  Jay had spent much of the semester off with his teammates practicing, and even the time he spent with Michael was spent in thought over the games, and over what he would need to do to get ready for them.  Jay thought about making it a condition that Michael be invited onto the same team as Jay the next year as well.  He wondered how much of that he could get away with, or even if Michael would accept an invitation under those conditions.  Michael was certainly one of the top Prometheus in their year, and he would not be terrible in the games, but Jay knew Michael well enough to know he would want to earn a spot on a team.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WITH HIS FRIENDS helping him along, Jay passed the last of his tests one week before the end of the break.  Shortly thereafter, Brain came in to congratulate him and to say goodbye.
 
   “I’m shipping out Decathlon,” Brain told him, with a smile of contented excitement.
 
   “Do you know where you are being stationed?”  Jay asked.
 
   “I won’t know exactly where until the plane lands, but they said I’ll be in charge of a small group.  They also said that small group could become a larger group soon enough if I prove capable.”
 
   Jay was happy to hear that things were working out for Brain, but he was sad to see him go.  Brain felt like an older brother to Jay, despite their only getting to know each other well the past few weeks.  “You’ll prove capable,” Jay said with confidence.  “Maybe in a few years I’ll have the privilege of being part of that larger group.”
 
   “Haha, or maybe leading a large group of your own nearby.”  
 
   “Either way, be careful out there.”  With a final goodbye, Brain turned a[bookmark: _GoBack]nd left.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JAY WAS FINALLY able to start walking around with the help of crutches a few days before the new semester came.  It was a strange feeling to have the energy to run without the range of leg motion necessary, but Jay knew he was healing quicker now, and before long he would be running around just like before.  He wished he could at least have begun lifting, but the nurse warned that he could only lift with his right arm, and this would not only aggravate his pelvis, but leave his muscles uneven.  Instead Jay left those two abilities alone for the time being, and went back to the reason he first came to the school, to learn to read minds.
 
   Jay and Michael spent the next few days reviewing the different techniques Jay had learned from Brain.  He tried to teach Michael to blanket read, but this proved to be too difficult a thing to teach.  For one thing Michael did not yet have enough control over his ability to get multiple pictures to show up clearly enough to be seen, and for another thing Jay could not figure out how to teach Michael to make the pictures come, as they came naturally for Jay.
 
   Jay did manage to help Michael find ways of focusing the images however.  One technique that worked wonders was with the help of Zahrah.  She began getting together with them during these practices, and most of the time she would run laps while they sat nearby to practice their reading.  It was Michael who came up with a trick to help him see how to mind read as Jay did.  Since Jay could mind read really well without knowing how he was actually doing it, Zahrah would think of different things, and Jay would read her mind.  Michael in turn would read Jay’s mind.  This allowed Michael to not only see the images from Zahrah, but also to see how Jay’s mind went about processing the images and moving them about.  It was using this technique that helped Michael the most, and as Michael discovered things about how Jay’s mind was working, he would tell Jay about it too.
 
   “It’s amazing,” Jay responded when this first began, “it’s like there are two minds working inside my head.  There’s the one I know about, and the one that is working all on its own.”
 
   They were doing just this when they first started seeing groups of new students coming through the school on their tours.
 
   “It’s strange, I don’t feel like we should be second years just yet,” Michael responded, as they watched one of the tour groups walk by.
 
   “I know what you mean, this time last year I was still uncertain whether I’d be coming at all,” Zahrah reflected.
 
   “That’s right, I’d forgotten that I’m the only one of us that was actually here for the first day.  Now that I think about it, I guess I hold seniority over the both of you, don’t I?”  Michael teased.
 
   “Come on, let’s go get something to eat, there are way too many people walking about for us to concentrate now,” Jay suggested.  The three of them grabbed their things and began walking off towards the dining hall.
 
   On their way, Jay began seeing images in his head that he hadn’t seen in a long time.  He saw his parents, and his house back home.  Strange, Jay thought, what’s bringing that to my mind?  They got to the dining hall, but one of the tour groups was standing in the entrance, and they were unable to get in.  As they waited, Jay heard a voice that stopped him in his tracks.
 
   “Crutches?  This doesn’t fit at all.  I thought I heard you had become an all-powerful hero, who could leap tall buildings in a single bound?”
 
   Jay knew the voice, but he could not believe his ears.  He turned around slowly, and was amazed to find he had heard correctly.  There stood Donny, with a big grin spread wide across his face, and his own tour guide standing by his side.
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