
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   CHAPTER 1
 
                 
 
   CHESS HAS NEVER been one of Donny’s favorite games.  It is not that he is bad at the game; on the contrary, he can be quite clever with his moves, and he always wins.  It is more the limitations that bother him.  Donny looks at the chess board and sees two even sides, both of which contain the same pieces that may perform the same moves.  The pawns march forward obediently, slowly advancing to their inevitable demise at the hands of a faster rook or a clever knight.  The queen flies about the board, striking down enemies while being guarded against traps, valued second behind the king alone.  
 
   Donny felt certain that this game would be far more exciting if people were willing to tweak the game.  He wanted to train his pawns to move sideways, or disguise his king to look like a bishop.  What is the king doing in battle anyway, since he is clearly nothing more than a liability?  Adding a third or fourth party would also appeal to Donny as it would introduce diplomacy and force alliances.  In chess, all the possible moves are known.  Donny hungered for something more, a game without boundaries, where the limitations were simply the limits of the imagination.  A game so fluid that even the tiniest pawn, when well placed, can completely change the game.
 
   When the Academy came for Donny, he knew this was his chance to play in the most dynamic game ever.
 
   Donny knew he was a unique case, so he had very little idea of what to expect when he arrived at the school to train super heroes.  The first clue that Donny would not be like the rest of the students was simple.  The Academy existed to train those children with super powers to be the next generation of heroes to defend the world.  As such, the Academy would search around the globe, gathering together all those with powers in order to train them, as they had the year prior when they accepted Donny’s older brother Jay due to an ability to read minds.  The problem with Donny was that he had no super powers.  The three known powers were mind reading, super strength, and super speed, but Donny was accepted for “extreme strategic aptitude”.  It was a nice compliment, but somehow Donny could not believe that they would deviate from their usual student selections no matter how adept he was at strategy.  Then there was the fact that they only accepted seniors out of high school, while Donny was still a junior.  Why would they accept a student without powers a year earlier than the rest?  Donny kept asking himself.  There was only one explanation that Donny could come up with; there was something bigger going on, and the school needed to use Donny for something that could not wait until the following year.  Donny was going to the school not to be a hero, but to be a pawn.  Once Donny realized that the school was lying to him in order to attract him to the school under false pretenses, he knew the only logical reaction would be to reject the offer, and stay away from the Academy.  Reaching this realization, he informed the Academy of his decision.  He accepted admittance without hesitation.
 
   Maybe he would be a pawn, but at least he would be in the game.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY QUICKLY LEARNED that the trip to the Academy would not be a short one.  Leaving home with his designated guide, Donny was informed that the trip would begin with a long car ride to a small designated airport.  At this airport they, along with one other recruit and her guide, were to fly to a bigger airport, where they would switch planes and join the rest of the country’s recruits for the final flight to the Academy.  Donny did not mind the long trip as he knew it would allow him time to prepare.  Being the only student without any powers, he knew he would need a game plan for how to proceed.
 
   Donny planned to use the drive to begin his planning, so he would be ready once he met up with the first student at the airport, but as soon as the drive commenced, his guide announced that the driving portion would be allotted to answering any questions he might have regarding the Academy, or the process he would soon go through.  Realizing he needs to know what to expect before he plans how to deal with it, Donny dove right in, asking everything from the number of students accepted to the class load offered.  His guide answered all Donny’s questions in detail, gladly telling him all he wanted to know, making sure to focus on important facts, such as the terms for the heroes at the school being Prometheus for mind readers, Hermes for speedsters, and Titans for those with super strength.
 
   As they neared the airport, Donny’s guide asked Donny if there were any important questions he wanted answers to before their time was up.
 
   “Yes, one more,” Donny answered.  “My brother Jay is a student at the Academy already – he began last year.  Do you happen to know how he has been doing?”  Donny realized it was unlikely for his guide to have any information regarding Jay, but on the off chance he had been given any information, knowing he would be picking up Jay’s brother, Donny wanted to know.
 
   The guide paused.  It was the first time in the entire trip that he did not immediately jump into a detailed answer.  Choosing his words carefully, the guide responded as they parked at the airport.
 
   “I have heard a great deal about your brother Jay.  They call him Decathlon now.  He is doing…very well there.  I think it would be best for you to see for yourself when you arrive.”  With the cryptic answer given, they exited the car in silence, leaving Donny’s head swimming with hundreds of possible explanations for this unusual response.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY EXPECTED TO be able to identify the power of his classmate as soon as he saw her, but it was harder to tell than he expected.  To this point in his life, Donny had only met three people with special abilities, and they were all Prometheus.  Those three all looked normal to Donny, but he expected that mind readers would.  He had assumed that when he saw a Hermes or a Titan, they would stand out in some way.  Their powers being more physical, he thought there would have to be some physical sign with which to identify them.
 
   When he looked at his new traveling companion, she looked mostly normal, and yet not quite so.  Donny could tell that there was strength to her, but her arms looked more lean than large, and he had a hard time imagining that they could be the arms of a Titan.  She moved gracefully, yet there was no sign of excessive speed in anything she was doing, so he doubted that she was a Hermes.  That left Prometheus.  Somehow he could not believe this either, since if she was a Prometheus she would be able to see that his thoughts were on nothing but her, and as she showed no signs of discomfort, Donny gratefully decided she must not be a Prometheus.  Could she also have been accepted without powers? he wondered.
 
   Donny debated with himself over how to initiate a conversation, as he was dying to know what she could do, when the problem was solved for him.  As soon as the plane had successfully taken off, she turned from the window and asked Donny exactly what he wanted to ask her.
 
   “So what can you do?”
 
   Donny laughed at her bluntness, but he was grateful for it.  If she felt comfortable being that direct with him, he knew he could be free to respond in a similar fashion.
 
   Donny opened his mouth to answer, but before he could make a sound, she interrupted.  “On second thought, let me guess, it’s more fun that way.  You’re a Prometheus, aren’t you?”  Her smile showed her certainty of this answer, and Donny could not blame her for reaching t[bookmark: _GoBack]his conclusion.  It was the most logical.
 
   “Nope, not a Prometheus,” Donny replied, to which she raised her eyebrows in surprise.
 
   “Well, I guess you would be a Hermes then.  Interesting, you hide it well.”
 
   “It’s easy to hide, as I am not a Hermes either.”
 
   She turned to him in surprise.  “You can’t be a Titan…can you?”
 
   Donny thought about pretending to be offended by this remark, but he decided he did not know her well enough for that yet.  “Actually no, I am not a Titan either.”
 
   “I don’t understand… I thought they told me you were going to be a student at the school as well?”
 
   “I am, but I do not have any special powers,” Donny revealed.  “I was accepted based on strategic aptitude.”  
 
   “Oh, so you’re brilliant.  Interesting, I didn’t realize the school accepted people based on that qualification.”
 
   Donny smiled.  He had not thought of it like that before, and he certainly did not consider himself brilliant.  “I wouldn’t say that I’m brilliant, I guess I’m just good at figuring out how things work.”
 
   “I’m sure you are more than just good at it if the school is willing to train you to be a hero based on that ability,” she said matter-of-factly.  He knew she was right, but he still did not consider himself worthy of the title ‘brilliant’.
 
   “What about you, what can you do?”  Donny asked, wanting to change the subject away from his unusual acceptance situation.
 
   “Why don’t you guess?” she said, turning completely towards him now.  Donny could see that she was excited to hear what he would choose.  His honest answer would be to guess that she had no ability either, but as she seemed surprised by his acceptance, she must have some ability.  There must be some clue as to what she can do…something I have overlooked, Donny thought to himself.
 
   Then he saw her hands.  Covering her hands was a pair of silver gloves, but they were not the type of gloves one wears for warmth.  He could see that the palms and fingers were padded, and they covered her wrists tight, showing that they were supplying support.  There is only one reason someone would wear lifting gloves in the middle of the day like this.
 
   “You’re a Titan.”
 
   The girl gave a smirk.  “I’m impressed already, usually people guess Prometheus first.  What gave me away?”
 
   “I noticed you were wearing lifting gloves.  I figured if you wear lifting gloves in the middle of the day like this, you must be used to being asked to lift a lot.”
 
   “Yeah, I like to be prepared, and the gloves are a lot more comfortable than bare handed lifting when the weights get higher.”
 
   “How high can the weight go?  I mean, how much weight can you lift before it gets to be too much for you?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure.  I usually lift a car when people want a demonstration, but I try not to lift objects that are too heavy.  Being the only Titan around, there is nobody who could help if I lost my grip or if the weight got to be too much.  That’s one thing I am really excited about for the Academy.  With other Titans around, I can test my strength and see just how far I can really go.”
 
   Donny found this utterly amazing.  Lifting a car is not too heavy?  With people like that at the Academy, I better watch my step.  “And here I am proud of myself for being able to bench my weight,” Donny joked.
 
   “Ha, well I’m sure you could find a way to lift a car, using levers and fulcrums, or something like that,” she joked. 
 
   “Maybe, but I am still going to be at a disadvantage should the need arise.”
 
   “I do find it amazing that the Academy accepted someone without one of the three known powers,” she mused.  “Maybe they are trying to compensate for that second year that has all three.”
 
   Donny could not believe his ears.  “Wait, there is a second year who has all three of the abilities?  As in, superspeed, superstrength, and mind reading?”  
 
   “Yeah, you hadn’t heard?  My guide was telling me about him on the drive over.  He sounds pretty amazing.”
 
   “Yeah, he certainly does.  What do they call him?  Did they create a new name for such a hero?  They’ve got Prometheus, Titan, and Hermes – what do they call him, Zeus or something?”
 
   “I don’t know, my guide mentioned that they call him Decathlon, but I think that is just a nickname.  I think Triathlon would have been more fitting…”
 
   She continued talking, but Donny did not hear anything more.  He thought back to the drive over with his guide, and how cryptic he had been when asked about Donny’s brother Jay.  I have heard a great deal about your brother Jay.  They call him Decathlon now.  He is doing very well there, Donny recalled.
 
   Now it made sense why the Academy accepted him.  Jay has every ability; a situation that has never happened before.  Donny has none, but is the brother of the most powerful hero-in-training ever.  Even though heredity has never been found to factor into the development of abilities, this is a new case, and even if there is a slim chance, the Academy has to try.
 
   They want to find out if this pawn can become a second queen.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY DECIDED NOT to tell the girl that he was Decathlon’s brother.  For one thing, he felt like there must be a mistake, although he could not come up with a viable situation where such a mistake could take place.  He continued making small talk for the remainder of the flight, and at some point they finally got around to introducing themselves, where Donny learned that her name was Jenna.  His thoughts were far from the conversation however.  Can Jay really have become that powerful?  Can he really have developed three powers within a single year?  The possibility excited Donny, but somehow made him nervous all the same.  
 
   When the first flight landed and they were moved onto the second plane with a much larger number of recruits, Donny could see that his assumptions were not all wrong.  Titans came in all shapes and sizes, with some bulging out of their shirts, and others merely looking like a normal, fit human being.  Even so, Jenna was certainly the least muscular of the Titans he could see.
 
   Donny had agreed to continue his and Jenna’s conversation on the bigger plane to be polite, but to his relief the seats were assigned, as he was hoping to have time to process what he had learned.  His luck continued when he discovered that he was in the very back of the plane, in a row by himself.  Donny spent the flight watching the rest of the first years, and wondering what he would find when he met his brother at the school.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   UPON ARRIVAL, THE students were split by ability to begin their tours of the school.  Donny, being the only student without an ability, was given his own tour guide.  They began the tour, with the guide spewing historical information about the architecture of the buildings, and other facts and figures of which Donny had no interest.  This suited Donny well, however, as it gave him the freedom to scan the crowds for his brother.  As they neared the cafeteria entrance, one student caught his eye, due to his being the only one moving around on crutches.  Donny quickly realized that this injured student was none other than his brother, Jay.  
 
   “Excuse me,” Donny interrupted his guide, “why is that student using crutches?”
 
   “No need to pretend Donny, I have already been informed that you are Jay’s brother,” his guide responded.  “He is still getting used to his abilities, and he had an accident a few months back.  There was no permanent damage, however, and he has been healing very quickly.”
 
   Seeing Jay standing there, waiting to get into the dining hall, reminded Donny of home.  It was difficult to think back on their time growing up, knowing that they would never be able to go back to the way things were.  “Would you mind if my brother gave me the rest of the tour?  We have a lot of catching up to do,” Donny requested.
 
   “Certainly, go right ahead.”
 
   Donny walked up behind Jay, who had already straightened up, as if preparing for their meeting.  “Crutches?” Donny began, “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 turned slowly, and the look of amazement on his face was exactly what Donny was going for.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY WATCHED HIS brother as Jay distractedly gathered a heaping plate of food.  Donny had thanked his tour guide, and the rest of them went into the dining hall to get some food and catch up.  Donny was a light eater, so he was the first one to sit down at a table.  He watched as his brother found a way to balance his plate of food in his right hand, while his crutch was held under his arm by pressing his arm against his body.  Donny was amazed at the change he saw in Jay.  Jay was much broader than he used to be, with substantial muscle development, and his rapid movements showed he was much more energetic than when he had left.  Donny had heard stories about his brother, and the amazing mix of abilities he held, but he had kept all he heard in reserve, wanting to see for himself before he believed the stories.  Now he saw, despite his injuries, that Jay really had become powerful.  Donny could not help but wonder if the people from the school knew what Jay would become when they came to collect him last year.  Donny recalled their attempts to hide how much they wanted him, but for the past year he assumed it was due to his mental abilities.  Now he could see that Jay’s physical ability had become a force to be reckoned with as well.
 
   “So you are Donny, I’ve seen a lot about you.”  Donny turned to see who had spoken.  It came from the other boy who had been with Jay when they bumped into each other in the hall.  He was not very large so Donny knew he was not a Titan, and he was far too relaxed to be a Hermes, so he must be a Prometheus.  Donny realized quickly what the boy meant by “seen”, but he could also see the boy wanted him to ask, so Donny decided to humor him.
 
   “Seen?”  Donny asked.
 
   “Yeah, not many people talk about their families around here; I guess it’s thought to be a sign of weakness or something.  I’m a good friend of your brother’s though, and I’m a Prometheus, so I’ve seen him think about you often.  You’re bigger than Jay remembers.”
 
   “Yeah, I made enemies with a kid who may well develop into a Titan a little over a year ago.  Dealing with the consequences has kept me growing stronger this past year.  I’d have to say the change in Jay is far more than with me though,” Donny responded, looking back over at his brother.
 
   “Yeah, well, his strength still exceeds his size.  Your brother is a Titan now, so naturally his muscles are trying to keep up with the change.  I’m Snake by the way.”
 
   “Snake?  Wow, I take it your parents had a sense of humor.”  
 
   “No, Snake is the nickname I was given at the school.  Everyone gets one eventually.  My real name is Michael.”
 
   Donny shook Michael’s hand, as Jay and his other friend arrived at the table.  Donny could see that the girl with Jay had the same boundless energy that Jay was trying desperately to suppress, so he knew she had to be a Hermes.  He stood up to introduce himself to her.  “Hi, I’m Donny.”
 
   “Zahrah.  It’s nice to meet you Donny.”
 
   “Likewise.”  Donny sat back down and turned to his brother, “so I see your appetite has grown.”
 
   Donny’s joke was lost on Jay, who could not contain his curiosity any longer.  “Donny, it’s great to see you but, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to train and become a hero, like you,” Donny said matter-of-factly.  He knew what Jay meant, but he was not sure where to start, so he would let Jay decide that.
 
   “I mean, how did you get in?  You shouldn’t even be tested for another year, and…are you a Prometheus too?”  Jay was clearly struggling to hold back his excitement.
 
   “Ok, I suppose I should start from the beginning,” Donny began.  “Shortly after you left for the Academy, they began watching me.  I think they wanted to see if I had an ability like you.  I discovered them tailing me purely by accident.  I got a little bored in math class, so I decided to see if I could visualize myself doing one thing, like I did that day when they were testing you, but still think about other things underneath.  I visualized myself getting up and flying laps around the room, while I tried to solve an equation in my head.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone look in through the classroom window from the outside, and I turned quickly to see a guy looking startled around the ceiling of the classroom, then down at me before leaving the window.  I ran a few tests to catch them following me after that.  They quickly got wise to my trick, but by then I knew they were watching me.  Anyways, they either got better at hiding, or stopped watching me altogether, because I lost track of them after a few months.  Then a few days ago, they showed up at the house, saying they wanted me to come to the Academy to train as a hero.”  Donny could see Jay was waiting to hear the reason, so he came out with it.  “No, I am not a Prometheus.  Nor, as you can surely see, am I a Titan or a Hermes.  They said they would like me here because of my ‘superior strategic ability and impressive intellect’.  In other words, I will be trained as a hero, even though I don’t have a power.”
 
   “That’s odd,” Michael responded, “I’ve never heard of them taking someone before who didn’t have a power.”
 
   “Yeah, there’s an alternative motive in there somewhere.  I haven’t quite figured out what it is yet, but I figure if it allows me into the Academy, I’ll go along with it for now.”
 
   Jay did not like the sound of this, but he knew Donny was a bright kid, and Donny’s calm attitude towards the whole situation kept Jay calm as well.
 
   Michael, reading Jay’s discomfort, changed the subject.  “So what classes are you taking?  Usually the classes are specific to the ability; what classes are they having you take since you don’t have one?”
 
   “It’s still undecided,” Donny responded, “they said they will lift the basic requirements and let me pick out classes.  I guess that typically doesn’t happen for the first few years, but since those years are devoted to developing the core abilities, I guess I’m just skipping over that part.  The only requirement I still need to take is the introduction to defensive tactics class.”
 
   “Do you know what you're going to take as your other classes?”  Michael asked.
 
   “Not yet, they just gave me a book with the classes and their descriptions listed.  I haven’t looked through it very much yet.  I guess they just gave me the complete listing, because flipping through it I noticed it had the ability specific classes listed too.  Anyway, I should really be going, I need to get back to my dormitory room for a meeting pretty soon.  I guess I’ll see you all around then.”
 
   Jay had the feeling that it was Donny who was now changing the subject, but he let it go for the moment.  “See you around Donny,” he said with a smile as his brother cleared his place and left the cafeteria.  Jay was excited to be able to see his brother again, but he could not shake the memory of the last time he had seen Donny, badly beaten by a fight with a boy who at the time seemed like a Titan, as well as the dread that history may repeat itself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “COME IN LIEUTENANT, what brings you to my office this fine morning.”
 
   “Captain Williams, I hate to say it, but I was right, it was a mistake to allow the brother to choose his own classes.”
 
   “Is that a fact?  Well, this is a predicament, as I’ve already approved the schedule.”
 
   “What?  Did you read what he had chosen?”
 
   “Of course I read it, he has signed up for Introduction to Defensive Tactics, Advanced Mind Distortion, and Advanced Strategic Leadership.  I think it is a well-rounded schedule, with two defense based classes, and one offensive.”
 
   “Well rounded?  There is no way the boy can keep up with that course load.  He has no experience whatsoever, and who in their right mind would follow someone into battle that realistically is not even old enough to be in this school yet?”
 
   “His brother would follow him into battle, and we both know what he is capable of.  And he does have some experience with mind distortion already – you have read the reports of our first few encounter with him a year ago.  When we collected the older brother, he tricked a full grown mind reader into running himself ragged.  Looks to me like the boy is a natural.”
 
   “As I am sure you recall, this full grown mind reader you speak of was recently demoted due to loss of control of his abilities.  But I think there is something else going on here.  Why do you really want this boy in such a tough spot?”
 
   “You are my colleague and my friend, but I am also your superior.  You are in no position to accuse me of anything, much less inquire into my motives.  Nevertheless, you have clearance for this level of information, so I will tell you.  What is our purpose at this school?”
 
   “To train the next generation of heroes.”
 
   “Stop playing games with me, what is our real purpose?”
 
   “To keep power in the proper hands, Captain.”
 
   “That is correct, and the older brother could potentially become a threat to that power.  We took the younger one as a distraction for the older, as well as for leverage should things get out of hand.  That kid, by signing up for classes way out of his league, is doing our work for us, because it will keep the older one watching his brother, instead of watching us.”
 
   “Permission to speak freely sir.”
 
   “Permission granted.”
 
   “I think this plan is quite possibly the worst idea I have ever heard.”
 
   “If that is truly the case Lieutenant, I look forward to your reaction should I ever need to implement plan B.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY HAD A rough first day of classes.  Both of his upper level classes began with the professor convinced that Donny had accidently wandered into the wrong room, and tried to direct him to the first year Prometheus classrooms.  He understood why they thought he was a Prometheus; Titans and Hermes were easy to pick out of a crowd, while Prometheus could look like just about anyone.  He also understood why they thought he was not supposed to be there, as he was by far the youngest one there.  The strategic leadership class especially was filled with people who were much older than him, as he was the only student in the class who was not on his final year.  
 
   Once the classes began he was not much better off, as most of the things said in class he did not understand.  Terms were thrown about casually that Donny had never heard before, but he did not want to ask what they meant as he knew he would be interrupting the class.  He wrote a long list of all the terms he did not know in order to look them up later.
 
   Once he arrived back at the dorm room, he really did not feel much better.  He was uncomfortable in the room he was placed into.  Being neither Prometheus, Titan, nor Hermes, he was placed into the room that had the most space for a spare resident, and that was with the Titans.  He was the shortest one there, and by far the weakest.  He had been beginning to feel good about his strength the previous year, because he was strong compared to most of the kids at his old school.  Here at the Academy, however, he was not even close.
 
   Donny was glad to find that the Titans, despite being an intimidating lot, were very friendly.  More than once an older student would make a snide remark about Donny’s size while passing in the halls, and immediately find themself confronted by a Titan, or sometimes a couple of Titans, that would warn the passerby to watch their tongue.  If the older student was feeling confident he would make a challenging remark right back at the first year Titan, but all the Titan would need to say is that this is the brother of Decathlon, and the other student would inevitably back down.  Donny was amazed at the power his brother had, not just physically, but with the other students as well.  There seemed to be three types of people in regards to how they reacted to his brother’s name.  Either they knew him, and supported him as a heroic friend; or they did not know him, and regarded him like a legend; or they feared him, as if he were some great monster who could smite them out of existence at any moment.  Most of the people Donny met fell into the second category.
 
   Being the brother of a legend had its benefits and its hardships.  As can be seen, one benefit was that Donny quickly became off limits to ridicule, despite his youth and lack of ability.  Donny had expected to face tormentors at the school and was ready for it, but it was a pleasant surprise to find he was ready for a tribulation that would not take place.  Donny would have gladly accepted the ridicule, however, if it meant he would not be held in his brother’s shadow.  Donny was not one to lack confidence, and despite his not having an ability, he relished the opportunity to prove he could keep up and thrive at the Academy.  Now that he was here, he felt like all he did right was brushed off with comments such as “well he is Decathlon’s brother”, and worse than that was when he did something incorrectly, and was held as a contrast; “that’s alright, not everyone is as powerful as your brother.”  
 
   The only one of his professors that did not compare everything Donny did to what his brother was capable of was actually the only one of his professors who previously had Jay in class, his Introduction to Defensive Tactics teacher.  Donny was constantly staying after all his classes in order to ask additional questions, trying desperately to keep up with his fellow students, and one day he decided to question his professor about why he was different in regards to his view of Jay.  Once the other students had left, he approached the teacher’s desk, as he often had before.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Yes, Donny, what can I help you with today?”
 
   “Before we get to the class material, I have a slightly unrelated topic that I am curious about.  My other teachers are constantly comparing me to my brother Jay… I mean, Decathlon… and I was just curious, why don’t you?”
 
   The professor’s welcoming smile faded, and for a moment it looked like he would not be responding to Donny at all.  Finally he forced a smile back onto his face and responded.  “You and your brother are two different people, it would not be fair to either of you for me to make comparisons.”
 
   Donny could see this was not the whole truth, so he decided to press his luck.  “How would it be unfair?  I realize he has every power and I have none, but couldn’t that be used as an encouragement for me to excel?”
 
   “Sure, I suppose I could try to push you to be more like him, except abilities like his are not things that can be taught, or gained through hard work.  You either have it or you do not.”  
 
   “But, sir, how do you know I don’t?  My brother didn’t develop his first ability until he was more than a year older than I am now, so isn’t it possible I could end up just like him?”
 
   “I suppose it is possible for you to develop abilities, but you are not here because of your physical abilities, you are here because of your mental ability.”
 
   “Then why do my other professors compare me to him, if it is known that I am not supposed to be similar to him?”
 
   “They never had your brother, so they do not even really know him.”
 
   Donny could see in his professor’s face that he did not mean for that to come out the way it did.  He could see the professor was uncomfortable with the conversation now and would say no more on the topic, but Donny did not need him to say any more.  His professor did not compare Donny to his brother because he had Jay in class, and did not see a legend in him at all.  Donny did not want to end his discussion on this note, as he knew it would hang in his professor’s mind, so he decided to change the topic.  “Thank you professor, I guess that makes sense.  Now about the class material, I was wondering if you could help me with the technique we learned today to move a Titan off balance…”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
     DONNY DID NOT want to be a burden on his brother.  He never asked Jay for help with classes, nor did he make any attempts to join Jay when Jay was with friends.  Instead it was Jay who took the initiative, and would ask Donny to join their table when they happened to be at the dining hall at the same time.  It was also Jay who insisted on getting together with Donny a few times a week to go over material from classes, and to talk about life at the Academy in general.  It was good for the both of them, because it gave Donny a chance to push himself, and it allowed Jay to practice maneuvers against someone whose ability he could not use against them.  Jay would often bring friends with him, mostly Michael and Zahrah (or as they were generally known, Snake and Sapphire), so Jay’s speed and reading ability would typically stay strong during their meetings.  
 
   Donny and Jay were caught in a vicious cycle in regards to their feelings towards Donny’s admittance to the school.  Jay was worried about Donny, especially with the pictures from Donny’s head constantly coming into Jay’s mind whenever they met.  He could see almost first hand what Donny was facing in his classes and outside of them.  Donny, on the other hand, was alright with the difficulty of his classes, but just wanted Jay to be able to relax, and could see on Jay’s face whenever they met that he was clearly worried about Donny.  It kept up like this every time they met, where Jay would see what Donny was going through and get concerned, and Donny would see Jay’s concerned face and get distressed over his inability to hide his thoughts from his brother.  Donny was determined to succeed in his Advanced Mind Distortion class, if only to use those techniques to distort his mind and fool his brother into thinking he was doing well.
 
   Donny met with Jay the afternoon just after Donny had talked with his Introduction to Defensive Tactics professor about Jay, and Donny decided to ask his brother about it, partly because he wanted more information, and partly because he could not get it off his mind, and so his brother was sure to see it soon enough anyways.  “Jay, how did you do in Introduction to Defensive Tactics last year?”
 
   “Why, are you having trouble in that class?”  Jay asked seriously, but when he saw that Donny was asking genuinely out of interest in how Jay had done, his attitude lightened.  “Honestly, it was both my best and my worst class.”  
 
   “What do you mean?”  Donny asked.
 
   “Well, it was in that class that I realized I was a Hermes and a Titan, instead of just a Prometheus.  In that sense, it was my best class.  On the other hand though, I had a very hard time remembering all the rules for when to use which tactics.  As you’ve heard, I never did get down the fact that a Hermes shouldn’t jump” Jay joked, referring to his accident during the previous year’s simulation games.  Jay had since healed, and was now back to full capacity without any permanent effects evident.
 
   “So the active parts you did well on, but the written parts you had trouble,” Donny summarized.
 
   “Yeah, that’s a fairly broad way of describing it.  Honestly, I almost feel like he went easy on me for my last few exams.  I just barely finished them all before the start of the new year,” Jay joked, looking over at Michael and Zahrah, who had just walked in and were already nodding in confirmation.
 
   Donny was glad for their entrance, because it would mean Jay would be ignoring the pictures from Donny’s head for a few moments, and Donny did not want his brother to pay attention to his thoughts right then.  Jay had said exactly what Donny was wondering, that his professor had gone easy on him for the last few exams.  From what Donny could tell, the professor did not want to pass Jay on those exams.  Then why did he?
 
   Donny pushed the thoughts from his mind for the time being, and focused on stretching before their work out.  Before they started however, Jay turned to Donny with a question of his own.  “So Donny, when are you going to start forming your simulation team?”
 
   Donny was not completely sure what Jay was talking about.  The simulation games aren’t until the end of the year, and try outs are still a few weeks off.  Donny thought to himself.  The thoughts did not remain to himself however, and Jay soon answered as if Donny had said them out loud.  “Oh no, I’m sorry Donny, I guess the others never told you.  Typically the students in the Advanced Strategic Leadership class begin forming their teams early in the year, long before try outs.  They make offers to those players that they know they want for their team before then, and the try outs are just for them to fill their final few spots.”
 
   I’ve still got time, Donny thought, if Jay hasn’t received his offers yet, the others couldn’t have started.
 
   “Actually, I’ve already received offers from everyone else in your class,” Jay responded, once again answering thoughts that were never asked.
 
   “But you’re a legend here, of course they will ask you first,” Donny reasoned, hoping he was not really that far behind.
 
   “No, your brother’s right Donny, I’ve received a few offers as well,” Zahrah chimed in.
 
   “Well I haven’t,” Michael added with a shrug and a face that said ‘typical’.
 
   “Ok then, Michael, I hereby offer you a spot on my simulation games team,” Donny said with a smile.
 
   “Well typically the offer is thought over for a while, but what the heck, I accept!”  Michael responded, reaching out and shaking Donny’s hand.
 
   “Wow, you make an offer to my best friend, but not to your own brother,” Jay jested.
 
   “Well I have to think about what would work best for my strategy.  Let’s see, I will also need a fast Hermes, so Zahrah, I hereby offer you a spot on the team as well.  No pressure to accept though,” Donny said, enjoying this little game.
 
   “Well, no pressure is needed, I would like to be on your team, but I was kind of hoping to compete alongside Jay this year.  I want to watch his back to make up for almost breaking it last year.”
 
   “Well…alright, I guess I can make an offer to you too bro.” Donny said.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, I’ll get back to you after I weight all my options,” Jay mocked, “I do have to think of what would work best for me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY HAD A difficult time getting to sleep that night.  The joking conversation during the practice with his brother kept playing over in his mind.  They had all agreed to be on Donny’s team in the end, but Donny could not keep himself happy about this.  Michael was quietly dedicated to his learning, and seeing how Michael and Jay worked together Donny could tell that Michael listened well, and would be open to suggestions and trying new things.  Zahrah too was very talented with her speed, and had experience in the games playing for a winning team.  The part that Donny was not completely happy with was having his brother on the team.
 
   He knew himself well enough to know that his jokes earlier had some truth in them.  Donny loved his brother, and Jay will be a strong asset to the team, but having Jay on the team ruins the strategy that Donny would have liked to implement.  Any team with Jay on it is automatically labeled as a threat, and Donny knew that the other teams would begin thinking up plans specifically designed to face his team, making it all the more difficult to come up with something new.  Donny wanted to use his age as an advantage, in order to fly under the radar and strike with something they had not seen before.
 
   There was also the problem of trying to compose a team that would be willing to follow him, instead of following his brother.  He already had half a dozen of the top students at the school approach him with offers to join his team since word began getting out about Jay joining Donny’s team that afternoon.  Donny could tell they would be strong additions to the power of his team, and with each offer his mind would become filled with ideas of all the ways he could utilize their ability, but in each case he could not bring himself to accept, because he knew they just wanted to be on Jay’s team.  He told them instead that he would not be making any more team acceptances until he could see people in action at the scheduled simulation team try outs.
 
   Donny realized he would have to rethink how he was going to handle these games.  He reset his alarm to get up a little earlier the next morning in order to start fresh making plans, and was finally content to fall asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WORD SPREAD LIKE a tidal wave that Jay would be playing for his younger brother’s simulation games team, and a second wave followed right behind it that Donny would not be taking any more members until after the try outs.  This had the negative consequence of making the rest of Donny’s Advanced Strategic Leadership class angry at him, because they wanted to have their teams set early, and many key players were now waiting until the try outs in order to have a shot at playing for “Decathlon’s team”.
 
   Donny was not making decisions until after the try outs, but he was certainly making mental notes on the different players.  One way that he found to make it easy to cross someone off of his list is when they referred to Donny’s team as being Decathlon’s team.  This had the unfortunately effect of getting rid of just about every player who talked to him, as the colors had not been chosen yet, and the title of “Decathlon’s Team” had become the accepted name for the team Donny would be leading.  
 
   One thing that Donny found himself relieved in was his improvement in Advanced Mind Distortion.  It was certainly a difficult class, but once they arrived on the topic of cover thoughts, Donny found a niche that he could use to keep all but the most powerful mind readers out, and since the only mind readers around with enough strength to get by his blocks were Jay and the professors, Donny felt content with the knowledge that he could cross these players off his list while keeping up a facade of potential interest.  Donny was able to handle cover thoughts pretty well, as this is the name of the technique he had applied when he was back home during Jay’s initial acceptance test, when he was trying to avoid the mind reading sentry sent to catch him.  Cover thoughts are when a person forces themselves to think about a particular thing with enough of their mind to force that picture to be the one coming up in a reader’s head, while still being able to think on another topic underneath this “cover” topic.  Donny found it difficult to think clearly under the blocking picture at first, but he quickly got used to the technique, and was soon able to keep a moving picture on top while his thoughts remained clear to him underneath.
 
   Not every prospective player was a disappointment for Donny.  A female Prometheus from his Advanced Mind Distortion class complemented him on his techniques during class one day, and told him “with a mind as determined as yours, your simulation team is bound to do alright.”  Donny knew this was not the level of confidence he was hoping for, but she recognized his determination, and called it his simulation team.  Donny made a mental note to watch her at the try outs.
 
   Without a full team to work with, but still wanting to get started making plans, Donny and Jay’s afternoon get together quickly became team meetings, where they would discuss new possibilities and team strategies.  Donny listened intently to every idea, but only a few of them he would be willing to try.  Once again he found himself impressed with Michael, who had his best ideas when his excitement got the best of him and he began to think of outrageous and possibly impossible ideas.  
 
   It was one of Michael’s crazy ideas that Donny decided to work with first.  During one of their meetings, Michael made the joke that Jay could “fly super fast over to the other side and steal the other team’s directions and supplies right at the start of the game.”
 
   Donny knew his brother could not fly, and Donny was reminded of this fact constantly on their way to the arena to try out ‘Snake’s strategy’.  He knew the plan as Michael had said it was not a possibility, but Donny knew his brother did not actually need to fly to get to the other side in time.  They arrived at the arena and walked in through one of the side doors.  Donny had never seen the arena from the inside before, and he was amazed at how large it appeared.  He knew the building looked large from the outside, but inside he was able to appreciate just how enormous it really was, and despite there being nothing set up inside, he still could not see the door on the other side of the arena from the sheer distance of it.  He looked up at the ceiling, which quickly sloped upwards above them, reaching heights that made him feel like this was just a metallic sky above them.  They turned on the lights, and they glistened off the metallic curved roof.  Donny could see a ways out a spot where the light glistened differently, due to the ceiling being dented outward.  Donny realized that must have been the place where his brother had crashed, but he had not expected it to be quite that high.  No wonder people think he can fly.
 
   Donny shook himself out of his state of awe, and turned to Jay.  “Ok, I know you can’t fly, but if you can really jump as high as that dent in the ceiling, and with enough force to bend the metal roof, it’s almost as good as being able to fly in this environment.  I want to test your jumping ability today.”
 
   They spent the next hour with Donny drawing lines in the dirt further and further from the door, seeing how far Jay could jump without hurting himself.  It was not very far before Jay’s legs began to bother him on the landings, but Donny quickly realized this was not due to an inability to jump that far, but simply due to their not having a Titan around for Jay to maintain the strength to withstand the pressure of the landing.  They continued the exercise, but now they sent Jay to run through the halls until he felt strong between each jump.  This time, the mixture of having just been powered up by those in the halls, as well as the momentum of his run, Jay was having trouble keeping himself from jumping too far past the lines being drawn.  Once their planned practice time had ended, Jay had not yet reached his limit, so they planned to meet at the same time the next day to continue.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WE NEED A Titan.  
 
   Donny decided to catch dinner a little later, in order that he could eat alone and think about how he could improve on Jay’s jumps in the arena.  He could keep Jay running through the halls before each jump, but inevitably his strength would begin to disappear in the time between his leaving the main building of the school and his taking the jump in the arena.  He needed someone to be there at the end, that Jay could get some power from at the moment right before his jump, and keep his strength at the end.  The problem was that the only Titans he really knew were those first years in his room, and he had not spoken enough to the older ones to be convinced that any of them would be good additions to his team.  He knew he had to find one that would be willing to follow him, and would be able to keep a secret about the things they were practicing.  
 
   Donny watched for a while as people came and went from the dining hall.  He watched not knowing exactly what he was looking for, but wanting some sign of who he should approach.  After a while, he found a candidate.  Through the door walked a tall, thickly built Titan.  The Titan filled his plate, and sat down at a small table by himself.  Donny had heard about this Titan before, but had never met him.  He was called Lenny, because he resembled a character from an old book called ‘Of Mice and Men’.  He was a large guy in size and strength, but it was said that his intelligence was lacking.  He was known in the school because he had been there longer than most, as he moved slowly through the classes
 
   Picking up his food, which had long since lost its warmth from sitting untouched in front of Donny for so long, Donny walked over to the table where Lenny sat.  “Is this seat taken?”  He asked the giant.
 
   Lenny looked over at Donny, then back at the chair, then back up at Donny.  Donny could not tell if he did not understand the question, or just did not understand why Donny would be asking it, but he decided it would be alright to just sit down.  
 
   “I’m Donny,” Donny said, extending his hand.  Lenny continued to just watch Donny, not accepting his hand, or even looking down at it.  Donny soon lowered his hand back down.  “It’s Lenny, right? …right, ok, well I was wondering, have you ever played in the simulation games Lenny?”
 
   Donny could see immediately that Lenny did not like the topic.  Lenny’s face turned sour, then he looked down at his food, and began to eat again.  Donny realized this was Lenny’s signal that he did not want Donny around anymore, so Donny took his food and moved back to his old table.  He did not look at Lenny directly, but out of the corner of his eye he saw Lenny look up at him a few times while eating.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “SO WHAT’S THIS we hear about you trying to talk to Lenny?”
 
   A group of first year Titans had come over to Donny’s bed while he was sitting there studying for his upcoming Defensive Tactics quiz.  They were not angry at Donny, instead they seemed amused that he would attempt such a conversation.  With most people Donny would try to change the topic, or avoid conversation, but he knew these guys were not going to be in the simulation games, and they would most likely be rooting for him anyways, so he knew they were not digging for information.  “It wasn’t a very successful try, I’ll tell you that much.”
 
   “Of course it wasn’t a successful try, you can’t have a conversation with someone who can’t speak,” one of the Titans remarked, and the rest laughed.
 
   Donny could not tell if this was supposed to be a joke, or if he was serious.  “Can he really not speak?  Or does he just not want to?”
 
   “No, he really doesn’t know how to speak.  At least that’s what I’ve heard.  He hasn’t said anything to anyone at least for as long as the current seniors have been here, although I guess he’s a few years older than them.  Why would you want to talk to him anyways?”
 
   “He was sitting alone, and so was I.  I figured it couldn’t hurt to be friendly,” Donny lied.  
 
   “I heard you brought up the simulation games,” one of the Titans said, “a Hermes friend of mine was at a table nearby and he said he heard you mention the simulation games.”  The other Titans made faces of amazement, expressing their judgment of Donny’s actions.  Clearly there was something they knew that Donny did not.
 
   “Hold on guys, what’s wrong with bringing up the simulation games?”  Donny was not in the mood to be discrete, and he wanted to know immediately if his actions would have negative consequences.
 
   “I heard he participated in the simulation games one year, and it was a disaster.  He had made friends with someone else on the team, and I guess the friend was searching for something while being backed up by someone else on their team.  Lenny thought the backup was someone sneaking up on his friend, and jumped him.  The rest of the team converged on him to get him off, and he ended up fighting with the lot of them.  Needless to say they lost the game.”
 
   “What happened to the friend?”  Donny asked.
 
   “The friend?  I don’t know, I guess they stopped being friends after that.  Anyways, supposedly whenever Lenny hears about the simulation games now he gets angry.  I’d suggest you refrain from bringing that topic back up.”
 
   Donny was a little annoyed that he had not heard all of this before he made a fool of himself.  Still, it was good to know this now.  “Does anyone know when he typically gets breakfast?  I’d like to apologize to him.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY GOT TO the cafeteria a little before Lenny was due to arrive, and waited for him to get there.  Right on schedule, Lenny walked into the cafeteria, grabbed some food, and sat down at the same table he had sat at the evening before.  As Donny approached, he could not help but notice that Lenny had taken almost the same food for breakfast as he had taken for dinner the night before; steak, two peanut butter sandwiches, a glass of water, and a brownie.  The only difference was that Donny had not noticed the brownie the night before, but sure enough Lenny had already eaten the brownie before Donny even got to the table.
 
   It was immediately clear that Lenny remembered Donny, for as Donny sat down, Lenny looked up and frowned, then went right back to eating.  Donny began right away, as apologetically as he could.  “Hey, Lenny.  I just wanted to apologize for last night, I didn’t mean to make you upset.  I was just going to ask for your help with something, but I understand that you prefer to keep to yourself, so I will not bother you anymore if you would prefer I left.  Would you prefer I left?”
 
   Lenny continued eating, and made no motion as if to respond in any way.  It suddenly occurred to Donny that Lenny might not understand what he was saying either.  Donny decided Lenny was clearly ignoring him, and this was a good enough sign for Donny to leave him be.  Donny moved to another table to finish his breakfast.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WITH LENNY IN the back of his mind, Donny focused as well as he could through his classes.  Simulation games try-outs were the upcoming weekend, and in preparation for it Advanced Strategic Leadership was focusing on strategies for team selection.  The most interesting part of this topic for Donny was that he was beginning to disagree with it.  They were being taught to plan out their strategies before choosing their team, so they could pick players that could be used to fit their strategies.  That was what Donny had originally planned, but after the past few weeks working with Jay, Michael, and Zahrah, he was beginning to realize that he preferred their new method of looking at the team members and finding strategies based on their strengths.  Besides, he was one person, and soon he would have a whole team to come up with good strategic options.  He listened for the sake of the weekly quiz, but he decided he would choose the team his own way.
 
   After classes were over Donny went back to the cafeteria for lunch.  After gathering his food, he went and sat down at a small table.  He did not want to make a habit out of eating alone, but with so much to prepare, he decided it would be better to work through a few meals without distractions.  While thinking through his Advanced Mind Distortion material, a distraction came nevertheless.  He looked up, as he often did when he was trying to make sure he understood the material, and he noticed Lenny, standing off to the side of the buffet tables, waiting for something.  Donny wondered for a moment what he could be waiting for, but after following Lenny’s gaze it became clear; the plate where the brownies normally sat was empty.  Lenny was waiting there for the plate to be refilled, but unfortunately for him there was no sign of anyone coming with a new batch of brownies.  Donny looked down at his own food.  After seeing Lenny consume his brownie during breakfast with such satisfaction, Donny decided to try one himself, so he had taken one to have for a desert after his lunch.  The brownie was still there, sitting on its own little plate, uneaten as Donny had, once again, become distracted from his meal. 
 
   After a few moments, Donny could not take it anymore.  Lenny was a large guy, but people were walking by him and around him as if he were not even there.  Donny could tell Lenny was a man of routine, and this was ruining his routine.  Donny got up, taking the small plate and the brownie on top of it with him.  He walked up to Lenny, who immediately saw Donny with the brownie and directed his full attention to Donny.  Without a word, Donny smiled at Lenny and extended the plate to Lenny.  As before, Lenny made no movements, but just looked back and forth from Donny to the brownie.  Since Lenny did not take the brownie, Donny moved it down and placed the plate on Lenny’s tray, in the spot where the brownie had sat that morning, which was now just an open spot waiting to be filled.  Unsure of what to do next, Donny nodded at Lenny, and returned to his table.
 
   Donny had just begun looking over his work again when a shadow came over him.  He looked up, and there towering above him was Lenny, who was leaning over with his hand extended.  Donny was afraid for a brief moment, unsure of what Lenny planned to do with him.  Then he noticed the trace of a smile on Lenny’s face, and realized why Lenny was reaching towards him.  Donny took Lenny’s hand and shook it.  Lenny sat down at the table across from Donny, and they ate together in silence.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY CONSIDERED HIMSELF to be good at reading the facial expressions of people, but sometimes a reaction comes along in which there are just too many jumbled emotions to interpret.  This was the reaction on the faces of Jay, Michael, and Zahrah when Donny arrived at practice that afternoon followed closely by the giant Lenny.  
 
   “Guys, this is my new friend Lenny; Lenny, these are some of my other friends,” Donny said in introduction.  Lenny extended his hand, but unsure who to extend it to, he swung it about from person to person.  Jay was the first to take Lenny’s hand and shake, then the other two followed suit.  
 
   “Is he going to be on our team?”  Michael asked.
 
   Donny could see the smile fade on Lenny’s face, and quickly made an answer, “no, he doesn’t want to play in the games, he is just going to hang out with us while we practice.”
 
   “Well, you are more than welcome, and it is nice to meet you Lenny,” Zahrah said courteously.
 
   “Alright, let’s get back to our jumping drills,” Donny said, taking command of the situation to make sure Lenny did not feel uncomfortable from the evident stares he was receiving.  Jay began jumping again, starting out with about half the distance that they ended with the day before, and quickly surpassing where they had stopped.  Donny was glad Lenny was there for two reasons; the plan how worked, and Jay was now staying strong as he was remaining by a towering Titan, but also because Lenny was clearly enjoying the show, watching Jay leap further and further.  Lenny’s smile would widen a little more with each jump, and his enjoyment lightened all of their spirits.  With Lenny’s strength and Zahrah’s speed, Jay was able to jump further and further, and to everyone’s relief his strength would always hold out long enough for a safe landing on the other side.
 
   By the end of their practice that day, Jay was jumping three quarters of the length of the entire arena.  The rest of them felt like this was a big accomplishment, but Donny was not so sure.  Donny knew that Jay needed to be able to make it all the way in order for this plan to have a chance of working, but even if he could jump the length of the arena, he was falling way too slowly for Donny’s comfort.  He would have to give this a little more thought.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE WEDNESDAY BEFORE try-outs, Donny had the uncomfortable experience of sitting through his resident leader giving the group a talk describing the simulation games.  The resident leader kept asking Donny questions about if the try outs would be any different that year, or if he knew how many opening there were on different teams, or similar questions that it would make sense for Donny to know being one of the team leaders, but that he had no idea as to the answers.
 
   After the room meeting, Donny immediately left the room in order to escape the awkwardness he felt at his lack of knowledge.  He walked through the halls, without a set plan as to where he was going, but just letting himself wander.  He walked until he arrived at the track, where people were running and training, getting themselves ready for the try outs in the next few days.  He sat down in the back corner of the bleachers that were set up on one side, and idly began watching the students practice down below.  It was not long before they began to notice Donny watching them, and since most of them wanted to be on his team, they began to practice all the harder, trying to show off.  This was not what Donny was hoping to see, so he got ready to leave, when a first year Prometheus came up the bleachers to him.  When the young boy arrived, he extended an envelope to Donny, and told him, “I was asked to deliver this to you.”
 
   Donny took the envelope and sat back down.  He opened it as the boy left, heading back down the bleacher steps.  Inside the envelope were two pieces of paper.  The first was a letter that read:
 
    
 
    
 
   To he who gives brownies to giants;
 
    
 
                 I wish to submit my candidacy for membership amongst your ranks, as well as supply a peace offering to help you.  I did not approach you sooner as you had told people you would make no team selections until the try outs, but now that the try outs are upon us, I feel it is the time to come forward.  I am an old friend of your brother’s, who had competed in the simulation games this past year alongside him.  With that said, I want you to know that I am a man who follows orders, and despite my age I would be happy to help you as you lead your team to victory.  I have been watching all the team leaders, and I know their strengths and weaknesses well.  For example, your weaknesses include your newness to the school, let alone the games, as well as not having physical powers of your own or friends.  Your biggest weakness however is that you don’t know who to trust for this team, because almost everyone you have come across has been trying to butter you up in order that they could play for your brother’s team.  Your strengths include your fresh, creative outlook, your determination, and your understanding of the way things work.  It is also impressive how you have yet to fail a weekly quiz, despite your difficult course load.  I say these things not to intimidate or impress, but merely to show what you would be getting with me.  I believe there is power in knowing your allies and your enemies, and I make it a point to know both.
 
                 It is your decision whether to take me or not, I will not be offended either way.  As my peace offering, I have done research into who I believe you can trust.  Granted, you need to be able to trust me first in order for this list to be any good, but you are welcome to ask your brother about that.  He had given my friends and I a set of simulation games to remember last year, and whether I am on his team or not, I want to repay the favor.
 
    
 
                                                                                                                   Your Prometheus,                                                                                                                                          Duke
 
    
 
    
 
   Donny looked at the second page, and on one side of the page was a long list of names with their respective year and ability, and a title at the top saying “Those Who Want to Be on The Winning Team”.  Turning the paper over, there was a much shorter list of names, again with year and ability listed, but this time with a title saying “Those Who Want to Be on Your Winning Team”.
 
   Donny looked around to see if he could tell who sent the letter, but of course, he could not.  He laughed a little to himself.  Looks like I’ve got friends I didn’t even know about. Donny thought to himself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY ARRIVED AT the try-outs with paper and pen in his hand.  He had poured over the list that he had received from Duke, and he decided he could trust this guy, as the lists matched many of his own suspicions.  He also did some research of his own to learn what he could about Duke, and discovered that a fellow Prometheus, who Duke was seen with quite often and who had been on the green team with Duke and Jay the previous year, had been placed on the ‘do not trust’ list.  Donny felt like if Duke was willing to be honest about his friend, he could probably be trusted with the rest of his information as well.  
 
   Donny thought about what he had so far.  He had one Hermes, two Prometheus (he was convinced by the letter to take Duke, although he had not made his offer official yet), one with all the abilities, and himself, with none.  Since the teams are comprised of 21 students total, he had 16 left to choose.  Donny sat down with the rest of his Advanced Strategic Leadership class, and watched as those wishing to try out poured into the track area.  
 
   Donny was amazed at the sheer number of students who had come out.  He looked around at many familiar faces, as well as many unfamiliar ones.  Each student had a large sticker on the back of their shirt with their name and class year on it, so the team captains can keep track of those of whom they wish to make offers.  Donny watched the stream of people onto the track and the field in the center until the stream died down.  
 
   Just before the events started, Donny noticed one more person walk into the track space.  The late arrival looked over the tops of the heads of the crowd, and tried to figure out where he should go.  Donny kept watching this person, unbelieving of who it was, until they noticed Donny and held up an arm to wave.  It is!  Donny almost exclaimed, it’s Lenny!  Donny laughed and gave a small wave back at him.
 
   “Yeah right,” Donny heard one of his classmates say.  “There’s no way that oaf is getting onto my team.”
 
   He heard his classmates laugh, and realized immediately that they too had noticed Lenny walk in late.  Donny thought for a moment.  He’s strong, loyal, he’ll listen to what he’s told, he certainly won’t backtalk, and his heart is in the right place…I’ll take my chances with him.  Before the try-outs had even begun, Donny had chosen his first Titan.
 
   Try outs consisted of each of the team captains standing up one by one and making a request for the group to do some task.  They would all watch as the task was completed, taking notes frantically.  Donny made no notes except for when he wrote down a name, and requested no tasks.  He was content just to watch, as the students did their best to show what they could do, and as his classmates snickered and joked about the “pathetic first years” who were trying out.  As much as Donny wanted to deny it, they were not completely wrong.  Compared to the older students, the first years, and often the second years as well, were far behind the rest.  Even so, Donny disliked his fellow team leaders more and more as the event progressed.
 
   Donny’s list was shaping up fast.  It was much easier to pick players once he had found those from Duke’s list.  Some were experienced players, and some were not, but Donny was alright with having new players on his team, and in many respects it would be nice.
 
   At one point towards the end of the try outs, after many of the students had decided they had shown what they could show and left, one of the team leaders who had previously been bragging that he had his team already picked out asked those that were left to line up and one by one state why they wanted to be on a team.  At this point it was mostly first year students left, and Donny knew he was doing this so they could have more to laugh about.  They started, but Donny felt like he was the only one actually listening.  One by one they went down the line and each person said their piece.  Then it got to Lenny, who was still there trying out as well, and it was silent.  Lenny turned to the next boy in line, but he clearly did not get the message that Lenny was not going to speak.
 
   Donny’s classmate that had made the speech request of the students stood up.  “Hey, I said to tell me why you want to be on a team, what, have you been at this school so long you’ve forgotten what the games are for?” the boy called out.
 
   Snickers and small laughs came from many of the other team leaders.  “He doesn’t want to talk, leave him alone,” Donny said, just loud enough for the other team leaders to hear.
 
   “Stay out of this shrimp, don’t tell me what to do,” The boy replied.
 
   “Yeah, bug off Napoleon,” another student added.
 
   “I’m sorry, I guess I misunderstood,” the boy called out again, “I thought that tree in the middle of the field was someone who wanted to try out.  Don’t worry tree, you can always try out again in another ten years.”
 
   “Leave him alone!  He didn’t do anything to you!”  
 
   Donny sat there facing the student with his mouth still open.  It took him a moment to realize the statement that he was going to say had actually come from somewhere else.  
 
   “Who said that?” his classmate, no longer laughing, called down to the track.
 
   “I did,” a small boy said stepping forward.  He was clearly frightened, despite the confidence he showed a moment earlier when he stood up for Lenny.
 
   “Well, thank you for making this easier on us, that’s one more person we don’t have to consider.  You can be on your way.”
 
   The boy turned to leave, but Donny sprang up and called out to stop him.  “Hey, hold on!  What’s your name?”  
 
   The boy stopped and turned back to face them.  “My name is Juan Pablo, sir.”
 
   “Well, Juan Pablo,” Donny called down to him, “I want to make sure you understand what he means.  You’re one more person they don’t have to consider, because I’m taking you onto my team.  The bravery you just showed, and the willingness to stand up for your teammates, is exactly what we need on … Napoleon’s army.”  Donny looked over at his classmates on these final words, then sat down to the sound of the surprised murmurs coming from the track below.  To Donny’s ears the murmurs were like applause, and despite the clear change he made in the eyes of his classmates from an irritated dislike to a wrathful hate, he relished the moment.  
 
   Donny knew as he walked away from the track that his strategy of flying under the radar was now completely blown.  He had the most powerful player in the school on his roster, and he would be making offers to a few key veterans who had been on the winning red team the year previously.  Many more of his players would be coming from the previous year’s green team, which had come in at a narrow second.  Team members aside, Donny had also just thrown down a challenge to the other captains.  He had stood up in contradiction to them, and metaphorically spat in the face of the power they so thoroughly enjoyed.  Indirectly, he also made a statement by accepting Juan Pablo, a second year with no real merit to his ability.  By Juan’s physique, Donny could tell he was probably a Hermes, but thinking back he did not recall noticing Juan during the activities for the Hermes group.  On top of that he had decided to take Lenny, and Michael too may prove a difficult player to handle due to his lack of experience.  Donny hoped he was ready for what he was throwing himself into.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
    CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   JAY, MICHAEL, AND Zahrah got together the next morning for their usual breakfast before classes.  None of them had gone to the try outs the night before, having already accepted positions on Donny’s team, but with the forming of the simulation game teams being the favorite topic of conversation around the school, it did not take long for word to spread to them about what had taken place the night before at the try outs.  Jay was worried about Donny; despite his small size and lack of abilities, he was making some big enemies.
 
   Jay knew Donny often came to breakfast around that time as well, most of the time joining Jay and his friends for the meal, so he focused his mind on a wide blanket reading to see if he could identify Donny anywhere around.  This was unnecessary, as Donny had already spotted him and was coming his way.
 
   “Hey guys,” Donny said cheerfully.
 
   “Hey, how’s it going?” Jay asked, not wanting to jump right into the question that was begging to be asked, the question regarding what he could possibly have been thinking the night before.
 
   “Great, sorry I can’t stop to talk or eat with you guys, I have to go make the rest of my offers.  I just wanted to let you three know that there will be a practice tonight at 1800 hours.  We are meeting outside the arena,” Donny said casually.
 
   “Are we going to expect anyone new there tonight, or will it just be the same five of us?”  Michael asked.  Despite the strong block Donny was pushing, the knowledge that this would be a surprising and unusual practice still slipped through, and both Michael and Jay picked up on it immediately.
 
   “Oh yeah, the whole team will be there,” Donny replied.
 
   The three of them looked at each other in surprise.  “Donny,” Jay began, “typically you give people some time to decide if they want to accept a position on your team or another.  Don’t you think this is a little fast?  What if you don’t hear people’s decisions in time?”
 
   “I don’t plan to hear people’s decisions in time.  I’m giving out sheets of paper to those who I’m offering places, and I’m telling them to think it over and come to practice tonight if they wish to join us.  If they can’t decide by then I’ve got other players I can ask,” Donny replied, looking around the cafeteria as he spoke.
 
   “But Donny, I…”
 
   “Sorry Jay, but I have to go, some people I need to give invitations to are getting ready to leave.  I’ll catch you guys later though!”  Donny turned and walked briskly away.  The three of them watched in disbelief as they saw Donny approach a table of first year Hermes students, and give sheets of paper to three of them.  Jay had a moment of fear, wondering if he, Michael, and Zahrah would be the oldest members on the team.  His fear was eased slightly when he saw Donny walk up to a sixth year Prometheus who had played for the red team the year before and hand him a sheet.  Jay thought how it was almost comical to watch, little Donny offering a place on his team to someone many years his elder, and the joy the older boy received from the invitation.  Jay wondered if he would be as excited if he had seen who received the invitations right before him.
 
   “Quite a brother you’ve got there.”
 
   Jay turned to see Duke placing a tray at their table.  Jay was glad to see his old friend, but then Jay suddenly remembered the promise he had made to Duke not to play for a team that Duke was not on.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Duke said with a smile, holding up a sheet of paper.  Sure enough it was one of Donny’s acceptance letters.  Jay relaxed; he was glad he did not have the problem of Duke being on a different team from him.  Duke continued, “I look forward to seeing what your brother has in store for us.  He’s accepting quite a diverse group of people, with the oldest and youngest people in the school already on the team, himself being the youngest of course.  He’s got the oldest and youngest, the most powerful and the least powerful, hardened veterans and fresh off the plane newbies.”
 
   “Personally I would have gone just with the old powerful veterans,” Michael chimed in.
 
   “You do realize that wouldn’t include you, right?”  Duke replied with a smirk.  “Anyway, don’t pass judgment just yet, I’ve been watching who he’s been accepting, and I think we have a team of winners this year.”
 
   “You did see him give three acceptances to first years, didn’t you?” Michael asked, a little perturbed by Duke’s know-it-all attitude.
 
   “They’ll serve their purpose.”  Then without another word Duke dug into his food.  Jay was amazed at Duke’s confidence.  Jay had known his brother his whole life, and had seen Donny accomplish things well beyond his years.  How is it that Duke, who hardly knew Donny at all, had more trust in Donny’s ability to lead this team?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY HAD ARRIVED at the arena half an hour before practice was to start.  He wanted to make sure he was the first person there, in order that nobody would arrive to find the place empty, or for people to start accumulating and get the wrong idea as to the nature of the team.  Despite his attempt, he was not the first one there.  He arrived at the arena to find Lenny sitting next to the door.  As soon as Lenny saw Donny approaching he jumped to his feet with a big smile on his face.  The look on Lenny’s face said that he had something he wanted to say, but as usual no words came out, so Donny initiated the conversation instead.
 
   “Hey Lenny, you certainly arrived early.”  Donny tried to remain serious, but Lenny’s excitement forced a smile to his face despite his best efforts.
 
   “We didn’t want to be late,” Lenny replied hurriedly.  
 
   “We?” Donny asked.  He did not know what surprised him more, the sudden realization that Lenny actually could talk if he wanted to, or that multiple people had arrived to practice with Lenny, and were apparently hiding somewhere nearby, as when Donny looked around there was nobody else anywhere in sight.  “Where is the rest of this ‘we’?”
 
   “They went inside to see the arena.  I wasn’t sure if we could go in yet, so I… well, they… decided I could wait out here for you.  Can we go in?”
 
   Donny thought of who could potentially have come with Lenny for the meeting.  He realized it had to have been the first years inside the arena, because most of the upper class students would have seen the arena before.  Another clue was the fact that Lenny, for some reason Donny had yet to figure out, only seemed comfortable around first year students.  “Sure Lenny, go ahead in, I’m going to wait out here for the rest of the team though.”
 
   Lenny hesitated for a moment, then decided to take Donny’s permission and go into the arena.  Donny took a look inside while the door was open, and sure enough there was a group of first years, running about, playing some sort of game amongst themselves.  Donny was glad they accepted his offer; they had the energy and excitement he was looking for.
 
   Donny waited around outside the arena for the rest of the team to arrive.  The next person to arrive was Duke.  Donny found it almost hard to believe that Duke was really a sixth year student.  Despite his physical appearance, Duke still had the excitement and enthusiasm of a first year, but with the added benefit of experience and a clear, untapped leadership potential.  
 
   Duke greeted Donny with his hand outstretched.  “Good evening captain,” Duke greeted him, evidently enjoying the use of the word captain in reference to Donny, “I expected to see an overexcited group of first years here waiting with you.”
 
   “They’re inside exploring the arena,” Donny replied.
 
   “Smart move, concealing the additional forces to make sure the main players are willing to stick around.  First practice and you are already thinking on your feet.”
 
   Donny thought about correcting Duke, and letting him know that it was actually not a plan, but rather a convenient coincidence, but he decided to keep these thoughts in his head.  Whether Duke saw these thoughts or not, he made no sign of it.
 
   Jay, Michael, and Zahrah were the 29th, 30th, and 31st students to arrive to practice.  Donny could see confusion and almost panic in his brother’s eyes at the number of students there to practice.  “Donny,” Jay began quietly, “the team is only supposed to be 21 people total, including yourself; there are too many people here already, and more are still arriving.”
 
   “Don’t worry bro, I’ve got this under control,” Donny assured him.  Unsure how to respond, Jay remained silent.
 
   By the time practice was ready to begin, there were 36 students there.  Donny took a quick look into the arena to make sure all the first years had made their way back out, then he turned to the crowd to begin.  “Hello teammates,” Donny began.
 
   “Hello Napoleon!”  Lenny declared.  Whether meant as a joke or not, laughter erupted, and Lenny hung his head in embarrassment.
 
   “Yes,” Donny continued with a laugh, “I guess I am becoming known as Napoleon.  Whether that is a complement or an insult seems to be up to those who state it, but I will accept the name either way.  Now on to business.  I can see from some of your faces that you are surprised to see so many here.  I understand that the rules state only 21 may compete on a team, and this rule will be followed here.  There is no rule, however, that states that only 21 students may be on a team.  With that in mind, I have accepted two groups.  I accepted 20 students to join me on the team which will compete, and I accepted an additional 24 students to form a second practice team.  The paper I gave you states which of these teams you have been accepted to, so there should not be any confusion as to which team you are on.  For this first practice I will be splitting you up into two groups, and we will hold a simulation game of our own.  This will be more of a chance for me to see who works well together, as well as getting you all familiar with the arena.”
 
   A hand went up from the crowd.  Donny felt a little odd being the one of whom questions are being asked, but he knew he had to get used to the role, as he was their leader.  He pointed to the person with their hand up.
 
   “Are we allowed to use the arena?” They asked.  It was a fifth year student who had previously played for the green team who asked the question.  “I thought we were supposed to use the practice rooms for our practices.”
 
   Donny did not know the answer to this question, but he kept his uncertainty hidden behind a screen of false confidence.  “I have not been told that it is off limits for practices, and they keep the doors unlocked, so we will use it until I am instructed otherwise,” Donny responded with finality.  Another hand went up, and Donny allowed them to speak.
 
   “What is our team color?”  They asked.  
 
   This was a question Donny was hoping not to encounter.  The instructor for Advanced Strategic Leadership had asked them two weeks earlier to inform him of the color they wished for their team.  The rest of the students already had colors in mind, many of whom had wanted to keep the color under which they had played previously.  Donny, having never played for a team before, had to give this considerable thought.  When he finally chose a color, he wrote it on a slip of paper and handed it to the professor, who merely snorted and put it aside.  He had hoped for some confirmation that the color would be acceptable, but the teacher did not supply this for him.  Donny decided the lack of response must be confirmation enough, so he responded with the name he had chosen.  “Our team color is Jade.”
 
   Donny had chosen this color based on his desire to further his statement that this would not be just another team.  He also wanted to allude to the previous year’s green team, which had gone from the bottom ranked team to almost winning the simulation games the year before.  Donny would soon discover that the other captains were claiming he chose the name to mock them and show off that he had Decathlon on his team, stating that the first two letters were taken from the first two letters of Jay’s real name, and the last two were taken from the first two letters of his hero name, Decathlon.  Donny was surprised when he heard this, as he had not realized that connection, but it did not worry him.
 
   For the time being, Donny was ready to begin his practice.  He split the teams up as best he could, with one team led by Duke with 18 total students, and the other led by a former member of the red team named Flash, a sixth year Hermes, with 17 total students, including Jay.  Donny himself sat out of the event, and walked around the arena watching it unfold.  They played a game of capture the flag, having to play multiple games as the first few ended quicker than Donny had hoped.  Flash’s team won the first three quickly, but Duke soon began setting up defenses specifically against Jay, and once he did that the games took longer, until Jay could get past the defenses.  Donny found it interesting that despite there being many other strong players on Flash’s team, they were not being used.  Donny made a note of this.
 
   After an hour and a half of this, Donny called everyone in.  With encouragement, he then dismissed the Hermes and the Titans, but asked the Prometheus group to stay for one more activity.  Donny had heard about the event that usually started each simulation game, where each team would send out a group of Hermes to spy on the other team.  This was the first part of the games that he wanted to change, and he had an idea that he wanted to try.
 
   Once the Hermes and Titans had left, Donny found himself in the arena with 11 Prometheus and Jay.  He decided it would be best if he just started talking, and let them figure out what was going on for themselves.  This would have the added benefit of letting Donny see how quickly they were each able to catch on.  “Jay…I mean, Decathlon, how are your abilities doing right now?”
 
   “Well, my reading ability is doing great, but my other two are diminishing quickly.”
 
   “When would you say your ability to mind read is at its peak?”
 
   “Probably when I’m in class with other mind readers.”
 
   “Right, so it happens when you are surrounded by a group of readers.  Your ability increases by the amount of ability around you.  Like right now, you are surrounded by readers, so your ability to read should be pretty good.  Ok, everyone, take two steps closer to Decathlon.”
 
   At Donny’s word, they each moved a little closer to Jay.  Donny could see that many of the older students had picked up on what was going on, at least partly.  He could not tell if Jay picked up on it before or after noticing the effects, but either way he could tell there was a change.  “Any difference in your ability now?”
 
   “Yes, more pictures just showed up.  I guess I’m seeing a few deeper thoughts now.  Some of the dimmer ones are also clearer now,” Jay responded, looking off into space with his eyes, as he was clearly paying attention to the images in his mind.
 
   “Ok, so it isn’t just who’s around, but proximity makes a difference too.  That’s good to know.  Alright, on to the point.  I want to see how far we can boost Decathlon’s mind reading, and more specifically, if he could read the mind of someone on the opposite end of the arena from here with the help of the powers around him.  We are going to start with all the help available to us, just to see if it is possible, then if it is we will work down from there.  Snake, you and Decathlon have a strong mental bond already, so it would be easier for him to pick up on your signal.  I’m going to ask you to go over to the entrance on the far side of the arena and wait there, with your mind as open as you can.  The light boxes are open on both sides, so just flicker the lights to signal to us when you arrive on the other side, and we will flicker the lights when we are ready for you to return.”
 
   Michael gave a nod, and began to jog off towards the far side.  While they waited, one of the Prometheus spoke up.  “Hey, just a thought.  What about us?  I mean, if he is able to read the mind of someone on the far side of the arena, what would that do to us?”
 
   Donny found the smallest amount of humor in the boy’s question.  He honestly had no idea what this would do, but he was sure it would not be harmful, as having one’s mind read has been shown to be completely safe for both parties.  “It won’t do anything to you,” Donny responded, deciding it better to fake intelligence than to allow fear, “I just hope you don’t have any secrets you want hidden from Decathlon, because I’m sure he’ll be able to see them.”  Donny hoped his joke would keep them supportive; and more than that, he hoped his mental distortions were strong enough to trick the group of mind readers he was trying to fool.
 
   Finally the lights flickered.  “Ok, everyone move in close to Decathlon.”  Donny felt his stomach turning, but he could not tell if it was excitement or fear that this would all be a bust.  He watched his brother’s face intently.  The crowd got closer and closer, until Jay’s face was blocked.  He would have to ask Jay now.
 
   “Ok Decathlon, focus on Snake.  Take your time, and let me know if you can see anything.”
 
   Jay remained silent for much longer than Donny liked.  When Jay finally spoke, Donny realized he had liked the silence better.  “Sorry Donny, I can’t see Snake at all.”
 
   The group started to dissipate, but Donny was not finished quite yet.  “Hold on everyone, I have one last thing I’d like to try.  Everyone get into a position where you could touch Decathlon in some way.  I don’t know if touch makes a difference, but if proximity matters, there’s nothing closer than direct touch.”
 
   Everyone started moving about, getting close to Jay once more.  When the movement stopped, Donny was glad to see that Jay’s face was visible through a small window in the wall of bodies.  Donny saw his brother in deep focus, trying desperately to pick up on some hint of Michael’s thoughts.  Donny realized how silly the whole plan was and almost gave up then and there, but with everyone in position, it only made sense to try.  “Ok, now reach out and lay a hand on him.”
 
   They did, and Donny could see the change immediately.  Jay had his eyes closed, but even with the eyelids covering them, Donny could see them almost widen.  There was a peaceful amazement on Jay’s face for a moment, but the look quickly changed to a look of trapped fear, which quickly grew into full-fledged terror.  Donny heard someone yelling stop, and he began pulling people away from Jay with all his might.  He thought the voice yelling stop was Jay at first, but he soon realized it was his own.  The group began looking at Jay’s face to see what the commotion was about, and they could all see that something had gone wrong.  They moved away from him quickly, tripping over one another along the way.  Soon they were far enough for Jay to break out of his trance, and he fell to his knees shaking.  Donny rushed over and knelt beside him, making sure he was alright.
 
   “It worked,” Jay whispered, with his head hanging low, facing down towards the ground.  The only reason Donny could tell his brother was crying was due to the small puddle that began to form on the ground below his face.
 
   “You saw Michael?”  Donny asked in a whisper.  He could not think of why this could cause Jay such horror.  Maybe Michael got hurt somehow?  Donny wondered.
 
   “No,” Jay whispered to him, letting him know his thoughts were wrong, “I saw… everything.”
 
   With that statement Jay could say no more.  Donny dismissed the group, assuring them that his brother would be alright.  He flickered the lights for Michael to come back, and when he arrived the three of them sat on the ground, waiting for Jay to recover.  None of them spoke a word.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    “I HAVE NOT seen you two in a while.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I take it you have something to report?  A reason for coming to see me?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I see.  Then it has happened.  What a pity, bringing the brother to the school had been working so well.”
 
   “It was the brother’s fault.”
 
   “Is that a fact.  Well, no matter who is to blame, it appears the time has come for drastic measures.”
 
   “Sir, we had heard about your plan.”
 
   “Yes, well it was not a plan until just now.  What you had heard was my fear, and it appears that the fear is coming true.”
 
   “But sir, are you sure it is a good idea to bring them back?  Couldn’t we just use him the way we have used the rest?”
 
   “He knows too much to trust us that way.  No, this is the way it has to be.  I’m calling them in immediately.”
 
   “But sir…”
 
   “I have made my decision.  You have been away from him too long already; he has had more than enough time to talk to someone with you gone.  I want this contained.  When we collect the boy for this, you are free to attempt the usual ways, but when he spits it in your face, I will be ready with my own solution.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY AWOKE TO find a hand over his mouth, and a strong arm scooping him out of bed effortlessly.  He quickly began to think over all the things he had learned in class for countering a Titan, but they had only covered prevention from capture thus far, and he was already caught.  His mind was set at ease, however, when the Titan dashed off through the open dorm door with Donny still in his arms.  There was only one who could move that fast while lifting this much.  Jay carried Donny out of the main building, and across the school grounds to the buildings where the faculty lived.  With a jump that seemed effortless, Jay vaulted into a large second floor window that had been left open.  Jay caught the rim of the window frame to slow himself, and landed with surprising softness on a carpeted floor.
 
   “Don’t say a word,” Jay whispered, before removing his hand from Donny’s mouth.  Donny had many questions, but he remained silent.  After a moment where Jay looked like he was listening for something, he began to explain.
 
   “Ok, Donny, we need to talk fast, I don’t know how long they will be gone…”
 
   “Who? Where are we?”
 
   “We’re in the Thomson’s house; they’re a couple of professor’s, one a Titan and one a Hermes.  I chose this spot because there aren’t Prometheus around to pick us up, and I can use their abilities for our escape.  They should still be asleep downstairs, but if you hear any movement, let me know, my reading is going fast.”
 
   Donny was about to speak, but Jay put his hand up to stop him.  “There’s no time to discuss this, I need to tell you what I saw.”
 
   Donny kept his mouth shut and listened.  Despite the speed Jay claimed necessary, he still needed a brief moment to collect his thoughts.
 
   “Donny, it’s about the school.  It cannot be trusted.  When we did that exercise at practice this evening, I could feel my mind reaching out for Michael, and with all those Prometheus around with their hands on me, I got a burst of power that got me to him quickly.  But it was too much to stop there, so I let it fan out, and it picked up two more minds.  They’re minds that I’ve seen before, but never realized who they were.  Donny, the school has been watching me.  There are tunnels under the school, and two experienced Prometheus have been using them to stay under me and keep track of my thoughts and actions.  When I began looking at their pictures, more and more began to surface.  They must have been fairly close, and with so much ability available to me, I was able to get past their blocks easily, and I could see what this school is really about.”
 
   Jay paused for a moment to think of how to proceed.  Finally the truth came out.  “Donny, the school isn’t training heroes to protect the world from the villains.  They are training tools with which to keep themselves in power.”
 
   Donny was confused.  He had grown up seeing on the news all the group battles between the heroes and the villains, and the heroes were always attributed to have been trained here at the Academy.  “But if the heroes aren’t coming from here, where are they coming from?”
 
   “No Donny, the heroes do come from here.  Half the students who graduate from the school are sent out as heroes to defend the earth.  But I know now why the villains’ base has never been found, and I know how they are able to keep up with the heroes despite all the training we get.  Donny, this school is the heroes’ base, but…it’s the villains’ base as well.  The other half of the students are sent out as villains.”
 
   Donny had to sit down.  His whole life…their whole life…they had dreamed of coming to this school and getting trained to be heroes.  “But how do they get half the students to become villains?  Everyone here hates them, and is training to rid the world of them.  It doesn’t add up.”
 
   “I don’t know, they have some way of controlling them, making them turn bad.  I didn’t have time to find that part out.  Donny we have to get back, I don’t want them coming after you.  I don’t want them to realize you know.”
 
   “Then why did you tell me?”  Donny was not upset that he was told, he was relieved.  His question was completely genuine, he merely wanted to know.
 
   “Donny, I saw across the arena into Michael’s head, I penetrated the mental defenses of two trained spies, but the most difficult mind to get into was yours.  You don’t just block, like most do, you deceive, and your fake thoughts are believable.  If they question someone that I tell, and that person can’t keep them out of their head, then this information will make them a target.  You’re the only one I believe can hold them off.  But that is all for nothing if they discover we’re gone, we need to get back.”
 
   “Jay, you realize they’re going to come after you, right?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   Without another word, Jay picked Donny up and dashed back out the window.  They landed with a run, and before long Jay was placing Donny back into his bed, and without a word he dashed off again.  Donny knew he was in the correct bed, the same bed from which he had been snatched not long ago, but now it felt different.  Donny came to this school young, small, and powerless, but the knowledge, the false knowledge, that everyone around were heroes, had kept him feeling secure.  He was no longer at the same school that he had agreed to attend, and for the first time, he felt vulnerable.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DESPITE BEING UNABLE to get any sleep after the middle of the night meeting, Donny refused to get up early.  Jay had entrusted him with dangerous information, and the last thing he wanted to do was to show a sign that something was different.  He got out of bed, washed, and went to breakfast with Lenny as he had originally planned.  After breakfast he attended his classes, got lunch, and went about a normal day.  Donny was surprised to see Jay at lunch, eating with his friends normally, untouched by the school.  Whatever they will do, they must need time to organize it.
 
   Donny had called for a second practice that evening, so the group gathered once more at the arena.  Donny had a new idea for this practice.  It would be suspicious, but he felt like he could talk his way out of any questioning.  Besides, his brother needed the help.
 
   Once everyone had arrived, Donny began.  “Alright, yesterday was a good practice, but there was one thing that made the teams uneven.  Anyone care to venture a guess as to what that one thing was?”
 
   “My plans to stop Decathlon didn’t work,” Duke responded with a smile.
 
   “Well, yes, in a way that is what I was getting at.  The teams were a little uneven due to Decathlon playing with so many other strong players.  Can anyone think of ways to divide the teams that would be fairer?”
 
   “There are no fair teams with Decathlon here, whatever team he is on, he will win.”  
 
   That was exactly the response Donny was hoping for.  “Ok, then I suppose the fairest we could do would be everyone against Decathlon then.”
 
   A few laughed, but the laughter quickly ended when they realized he was serious.  Jay said nothing.  Donny told everyone to get ready, then he called Duke and Flash over to himself.  Duke started before Donny could get a word in.
 
   “I’m not so sure this is a good idea, your brother seemed to have had a tough practice yesterday.  Don’t you think we should give him a day or two to recover?”
 
   “I’m glad for your concern, but he’s fine.  This will help.”
 
   “Ok, but this is a little bit overkill.  I don’t see how this will get us ready for the simulation games.”
 
   I’m not preparing him for the simulation games anymore.  Donny thought to himself, disguising his thoughts so Duke would not detect them.  With the matter settled, Donny began his instructions.  “Halfway around on the right side of the arena is a storage room.  Inside are the paintball guns that they sometimes use in the games.  This game will consist of your team getting all the guns, and going after Decathlon.  If you can hit him, you win.”
 
   Duke paused to see if Donny had any further instructions, so Donny took that moment to turn and walk away briskly.  He did not want any more questions or comments about the exercise.  He then went to Jay, and together they began their walk around to the other side of the arena.  Donny wanted to talk to him about the previous night, but he realized that if Jay did not initiate conversation, the spies were probably back on him.  Finally Jay opened his mouth to speak, but it was not what Donny was hoping for.
 
   “So what is the exercise going to be today?  This would surely make an interesting capture the flag event.”
 
   “It won’t be capture the flag today, and I’m actually not going to tell you when the event will be.”
 
   “How am I to have any chance if I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do?”
 
   “You’ll learn quickly enough.”
 
   The conversation ended as quickly as it had begun, and they reached the far side without another word.
 
   Once again, Donny sat out of the game and watched.  This game was meant to do two things; for one thing it was to prepare Jay for anything.  With the information Jay found, they were both sure something would be coming after him.  The exercise was also for Donny’s sake.  He wanted to see what Duke and Flash would come up with to stop Jay.  Every plan that they came up with would be one more attempt that they could be ready for.
 
   In the back of the storage closet Donny had found a ladder leading up to a catwalk above the playing area of the arena.  From there he could watch the events unfold without interfering.  He stayed above Jay first, watching him enter and look about.  For a moment Donny felt like maybe he was doing the wrong thing, segregating his brother from the team.  Donny wanted them both to be prepared, but he did not know what it was they should be prepared for.  As he watched his brother, he longed for the days when they were younger, playing games in the yard, imagining that they were heroes.  The dream was much nicer back then, when the villains really were villains, and their enemies were only a threat when they could see them.
 
   The game did not last very long.  A few people showed up to Jay’s right, and Jay saw them immediately.  Then the shot came, hitting Jay from the left.  The sneak attack was completely successful, and everyone seemed surprised by its success.
 
   “Good, now let’s try it again, this time with Jay being aware that he is a target.  Go back to your entrance, switch to a different paint color, when you’re ready, flicker the lights to show it’s begun, and start back again.”
 
   They did as he said, moving back across the arena towards the far entrance.  Jay looked up at Donny with a smirk.  He was relieved to see that his brother was not taking this poorly.  In fact, it looked like this might actually be cheering Jay up a little.
 
   After a time the lights flickered, but this time Jay did not stand around waiting, but dashed off in the direction of the other entrance.  He was considerably slower than a normal Hermes, but he was still considerably faster than Donny.  Donny ran to catch up, making sure to be careful on the catwalk, but not wanting to miss the event.  Jay was quickly out of sight, and by the time Donny got close enough to see the group, they were all walking around casually.  Whatever took place was clearly over.  
 
   Donny called down to them as soon as he was close enough.  “Hey!  What happened?  I missed it!”
 
   It was Duke who answered.  “I got him, we won.”
 
   Donny looked around at all the people now wearing painted clothing.  Somehow Jay must have gotten his hands on a weapon and opened fire.  “Won is a loose term, looks like you lost a lot of your teammates before bringing him down.”
 
   Donny heard some mumblings that sounded like laughter.  He had not meant it to be a joke, but it was alright that they did not take it as seriously yet.  To them this is still just a game.
 
   Donny ran the exercise a few more times, changing it a little each time to make it interesting.  After two hours of paint balls flying, Donny was disappointed to find that Jay had never been able to beat the whole group on his own.  He knew he should not be surprised, Jay was outnumbered 34 to 1.  But Donny could only imagine the odds his brother could face at any moment.
 
   That moment came sooner than Donny had hoped.  As the group stood around just after the finish of one game, changing the paint color in their weapons once again, the door swung open and half a dozen of the school’s faculty and staff walked in.  At first Donny did not recognize any of them, but then he noticed that one of them was the man who had come to test Jay at their house, then picked him up to go to the school.  It was he who spoke.
 
   “I need everyone to go back to your dorm rooms immediately, you will all be informed of the situation when you arrive.  Do not stop anywhere else along the way, the school is in a state of emergency.”
 
   After a moment where every student looked around at each other, they began filing out the door.  Donny could tell that many of the new visitors were looking directly at Jay.  He was actually surprised that his classmates were not noticing this as they paced by the group.  Jay seemed to understand the situation, and was not moving.  He stood there, covered in a variety of paints, staring right back at them.
 
   When the other students had all gone, one of the group went through the door and shut it behind himself.  Donny was relieved to find that they did not know he was there above them, and he made sure not to move, in fear that he might make a noise and reveal himself.  Donny suddenly remembered the man’s name; it was Captain Williams.
 
   Captain Williams broke the staring contest first.  “Decathlon, you are certainly a force to be reckoned with, and we need your help.”
 
   Donny was too far away to tell for sure, but it looked like Jay smiled at this.  His response sounded confident.
 
   “Where are my friends?”
 
   “They are going back to their dorm rooms.  All the students were instructed to do so, it is the safest place for them.”
 
   “I mean the two friends who had kept such good track of me over these past two years.”
 
   Captain Williams gave a smile now.  “They are prepping for battle.”
 
   Donny could see that the two were playing a game with each other, but he was not sure what was true and what was false.  He knew what Jay meant when he spoke of his two friends, but what battle?
 
   “What are you asking of me?”  Jay questioned him, cutting to the chase.
 
   “We are under attack.  A group of villains have arrived at the school, and we need all the help we can get fending them off.”
 
   “Why don’t you just ask them to stop?”  This was not so much a question as a statement, and Donny knew what it meant.
 
   “Sometimes, no matter how careful we are, a situation finds a way of getting out of hand.”  Captain William’s smile now faded, and he took a few steps towards Jay.  He spoke quieter, as if he were speaking a secret, but with no other noise around to get in the way, Donny was still able to make out the conversation.  “I am well aware of what you have discovered.  I am also well aware that you do not trust me, or anyone else at this school anymore.  That does not change the fact of what is going on.  The villains are getting wise, and a large group are now coming after this school.  You are entitled to blame us for this if it would please you, but sometimes you must join one enemy in order to stop a greater one.”
 
   Donny wanted to yell to his brother, to tell him not to trust them, no matter what they say.  He wanted to, but instead he kept quiet.
 
   “There are many students at this school who are not ready for what is coming our way.  Do you really want to let them learn the hard way?”  Captain Williams asked Jay.
 
   Jay walked up to Captain Williams until he was right up to his face.  Donny could barely hear the words, but it sounded like Jay said nothing more than “Let’s go.”  Donny saw Jay continue walking past the captain towards the door.  When he reached it, he made one final statement.  “I will do this under one condition.  I want you to keep my brother out of this.  Whatever happens to me happens, but I want my brother to stay out of it.”
 
   Donny felt these words like a sting to his heart.  He knew what Jay had said was not meant for Captain Williams and those who had come to bring him to battle, but for Donny.  Jay was telling him to let this happen.
 
   Donny watched them leave the arena, then immediately turned and ran down the catwalk.  He got to the stairs and nearly tripped trying to make his way down them quickly.  He ran out of the storage closet, around the side of the arena, and finally reached the front door where his brother had left with Captain Williams’ group for battle.  He could not see them anywhere.  Donny fell to his knees and wept.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   THEY MOVED AT a quick pace.  Jay looked around at the people Captain Williams had brought with him.  Not one of them were a reader.  Jay had a million predictions as to why that could be, but no way of narrowing the possibilities.  Donny could figure it out.  Jay thought to himself.  Donny would know why he didn’t bring readers along.
 
   One thing Jay did know, it was a good thing they did not bring a reader, as the reader would easily have picked up on Donny’s mental images.  Jay knew his brother was brilliant, and in two short days Jay had realized Donny had it in him to lead a group such as the one he had assembled for the simulation team.  Donny could take care of himself, yet Jay feared for him.  Even as Jay ran off to battle, a battle that he knew neither side wanted him walking away from, his only fear was that Donny would get into trouble and he would not be there to help.
 
   They brought Jay into the school’s infirmary, where there were two men waiting.  Jay could see at once who they were.  He had never before seen their faces, except through each other’s eyes the day before in the arena.  It was their mental images that allowed him to so easily identify them.  It was a little different from what he was used to, because they were no longer trying to pry into his mind, but rather had thoughts and fears of their own.  Still, there was a familiarity within them that helped put Jay at ease.  I suppose you can’t spend two years in each other’s heads without forming some sort of bond, Jay thought to himself.  The two men smiled, showing they had inadvertently heard the thought.
 
   “Mr. Decathlon, we need to prep you for battle.”
 
   “It’s not Mr. Decathlon, just Decathlon.  So what is the plan, are you going to debrief me on the situation?”
 
   “No sir, the situation is simple, the villains are attacking the school.  We just need to give you a quick shot.  This will allow us to monitor your vitals and get you proper help should we see any problems.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jay said the word before even thinking over the issue.  After it was said, however, he would stick by the decision.  For better or worse he trusted these two, but he did not trust the people who employed them, nor did he trust what would be placed inside of him.
 
   “Sir…I mean, Decathlon.  This is very important, it can make the difference between life or death out there.”
 
   “I said no.  You guys know what I know, you watched as I pulled the information from your heads.  They want to monitor me, yes, but it’s not my vitals they are interested in.  I am a threat, you both think so, and you have reported so.  If you are genuinely concerned for my wellbeing, then I appreciate that concern, but I will take care of my own vitals.”
 
   Please, Jay, we want to help you.
 
   I can see that, and I believe you are genuine.
 
   Then why won’t you take this?
 
   Because this mind is my own, and I intent to keep it.
 
   The two spies looked at each other with sad faces.  They both knew something that they would not…could not… tell Jay.
 
   “Very well.  We wish you the best of luck in your battle.”
 
   Jay could see this was not meant to be encouragement, as much as it was all that could be said to keep them from saying more.  Whether they wanted to or not, as they wished him luck, that same sentence could be seen coming through as a mental image.  Only it was a little different, in that there was a stress on the word “your”.
 
   The spies tapped on the door of the room, and it was opened from the outside.  It was Captain Williams.  He looked at them, and they shook their heads.  Captain Williams gave a single nod, and motioned for Jay to follow him.
 
   “They are currently all staying together, according to our sensors,” Captain Williams began.  “But they are close enough now that the Hermes could break away and be here in moments.”
 
   They walked around to an open space, where the school grounds bordered the desert.  Jay could see a few people there waiting.  He was a little surprised to see that many of the teachers were not there.
 
   “The rest will be here shortly,” Captain Williams stated.  He could not read minds, but he was ready with the answers nevertheless.
 
   “Who is leading the group?  Who should I be getting orders from?”
 
   “That would be me,” Captain Williams replied.  “They are getting too close, we cannot wait for the other teachers.  Decathlon, now is your moment, we need you to go stop their motion until the rest arrive.”
 
   “Just me?”
 
   “Yes, we only have a few Hermes here, and you are the only one strong enough to last more than a few seconds.  Do not worry we will be joining the battle shortly.”
 
   Jay did not like that he was being sent in alone.  I guess this makes sense, send me in and it’s a win-win for you.  Jay turned to Captain Williams with all the confidence he could muster.  “Mr. Williams, I’m warning you right now, if I don’t see you leading a group to back me up soon, I swear to you I will switch sides and lead them against you.”
 
   Captain Williams looked right back into Jay’s eyes.  “Boy, I promise you, you will not be alone with the villains for long.  I give you my word that we will join you out there soon enough.”
 
   Realizing time must be getting short, Jay turned and dashed off into the dessert.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   IT WAS GOOD that there were a few Hermes there where he left from, because he was able to use their strength long enough for him to get in sight of the villain forces.  There was a large dune blocking his view of the group until he was nearly to them, but once he made it over that dune, the whole group of villains were visible.  To his horror he could see who was leading them.  Out in front marched Brain, with Hammer and Hummer on either side, leading a group that must be close to one hundred.  
 
   Jay was close enough now to draw off of their powers, but he tried to fight it.  Somehow he felt like having their abilities meant he had to actually fight them, but with or without, deep down he knew a fight was inevitable now.  Brain was clearly the leader, but he gave no orders.  Instead, they all merely began running at Jay.  Hummer arrived at him first, and to Jay’s surprise she wailed him in the gut immediately upon arrival.  She got in two more hits, both landing solid on his face, before he managed to shake himself off enough to begin dodging the blows.  He refused to hit her back, but with other Hermes now starting to arrive at him, he needed to get her out of the way.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said aloud, then caught her fist and flipped her over his back, tossing her away into the side of the dune.  He did not have time to see if she was alright, because immediately the other Hermes’ were at him, and he was forced to dodge blows left and right.  He could dodge them easily, as there appeared to be no plan of attack at all.  They made a big circle around him, giving him more speed than he had ever even imagined.  He could not even see his own movements, but rather the moment he thought to move in a certain way, he immediately found himself in the final position of that movement.  What is more, they were not attacking together.  The few who were closest to him would attack, and if they got knocked away someone else would then move in.  Jay would have no chance if he were set upon by the lot of them, but it was as if they were not trying to win, but merely to fight.
 
   Soon the Titans and Prometheus led by Hammer and Brain arrived, and their strategy was much the same.  Now instead of just Hermes in a big circle around him, there was a combination of power types around him at any given time.  He felt his own power growing quickly, so that now he could not just move fast, but his strength was getting out of control as well, and he had complete access to any and all of their minds.  It was disorienting, as there must have been billions of pictures now in his head, so many that it was almost back to a blackness, the normal black of one who did not have the ability at all.  His strength was growing too fast for him to keep proper track of.  Jay made a quick motion with his right arm, but there was another arm in the way that he had not noticed, and he could feel the bone of the arm shatter like an icicle under his touch.  There was a cry of pain, barely heard over the constant rustling of so many feet in the sand, but strongly felt in Jay’s head.  The one who’s arm he had just broken was so close to him that their mental link was nearly total, and all the pain felt by whoever this was could also be felt by Jay.  Jay grabbed his arm and recoiled, finding it hard to believe that his own arm was not really injured.  As he bent over in pain fists began to pound down all over him, but with his strength as it was even the hits of the Titans felt like little more than a hard rain.
 
   It was now to the point where Jay could not move, in fear that he would inadvertently touch someone and destroy them.  He slowly moved his head to look up, and to his relief he could see people from the school coming over the dune.  He could immediately see that the professors had never arrived, as the group coming towards them was the same small group who had been waiting on the edge of the desert.  Jay watched as they made their charge, coming closer and closer to the circle of villains.  When they arrived at the circle something peculiar happened; instead of an epic battle commencing, the circle merely opened up.  The villains continued to get out of the way of the group, until they were close to where Jay was now waiting.  Jay now noticed that there was one there whom he had not noticed before.  With the group from the school came a man in a wheelchair.  He was being pushed by Captain Williams, and all of the villains were clearly leaving them well enough alone.  
 
   It was clear now that those from the school were not here to fight the villains, but to join them.  Now the meaning from the spies became completely clear; this was Jay’s battle, and Jay’s battle alone.  The villains had not gotten out of control, they were as under control as ever.  They are all here to bring down Jay.
 
   Well they are failing, aren’t they?  I am getting stronger from all the power around me, Jay thought.  He looked at all those around, punching and kicking at him without leaving any mark.  
 
   Then he looked at the man in the wheelchair.  Immediately Jay began to feel weaker.  It was not so much that his strength was decreasing, or his speed, or mental capabilities, but more that he was losing control of it all.  He tried to lift his arm, but it took a huge effort to get it away from his side.  His legs began to wobble, and once he looked down at his legs, his head wanted to stay down.  With great pains he lifted his head to look at Captain Williams.  Jaw saw a smile of contentment spread wide across his face.  Captain Williams walked over to where Jay stood hunched, still receiving hits from many of the villains.  He leaned in close, but none of the hits got close to him.  “It is not just abilities that you can inherit.  My friend here graciously volunteered to come out of his retirement to do a job that only he could do.  Bring you down.”
 
   With those final words Jay felt his legs give out from under him, and he collapsed in a heap on the ground.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY LAY QUIETLY on his bed, listening to the speculations as they flew around the room.  After calming himself by the arena, he had made his way quickly back to his dorm room, which he had found closed and locked tight.  He had never seen the door shut before, but now that it was he had noticed how thick it was, clearly designed to withstand an attack from Titans.  It took considerable persuasion for them to let Donny into the room, even after he had told them his name.  Apparently they had been instructed not to open the door for anyone who was not a known teacher.  It was their fear for the safety of their smallest resident that they finally opened the door and ushered him inside.
 
   The Titans with which he roomed were discussing their thoughts on what could be happening out there.  A couple of them suggested original ideas, like one boy who submitted the possibility that a huge sand storm was burying the school, but most of the students in the room had it figured out.  Donny neither confirmed nor denied, and they did not look to him for it either; why would they?  Nevertheless, he knew they were right when they speculated that the villains had finally come to attack the school.  
 
   The possibility of this happening was not a new idea.  Growing up, Donny had often seen TV specials that speculated on what would happen if the villains attacked the Academy and took it over.  It was considered as if it were an apocalyptic possibility, up there with zombie uprisings and computer warfare.  Donny knew this would not be the apocalypse, not after learning that the villains and the Academy were all one and the same.  The debate he was having was why the villains were attacking.  Could they have broken free of the Academy’s control?  Unlikely, Donny reasoned, it’s too convenient for the Academy for that to be the reason.  Donny hated it, but the more he thought over the situation, the more he realized there was only one logical explanation.  They had called the villains back to the school.  They called them back in order to somehow regain control over Jay.  And I let him go.  I knew they could not be trusted, but I stayed quiet anyway and let my only brother give himself to those who would see him ruined.  Donny was filled with a great disgust, not for the school, but for himself.
 
   After two hours, a long time for Donny despite the fact that he had expected to be waiting much longer, one of the upper level professors who taught only Titan specific classes showed up at the door, mumbled something to the students who were guarding the doorway, and was let in.  His face was a mix of relief and sadness.
 
   “As I’m sure you all have speculated, we have come under attack by a large group of villains.  They were well organized, but the Academy has proven its worth, and the villains have all been defeated or driven off.”
 
   A cry rang up from the room.  Cheers and high fives were going around as if they themselves had won the victory.  The only two people who were not cheering were Donny, who stared unblinking at the professor in the doorway, and that same professor, who stared right back.  The professor did not hide the fact that something was not right, and it amazed Donny that nobody else saw it.  The professor walked right up to Donny, clearly wanting to say something to him and only him.
 
   “Donny, there is someone who would like to see you.”
 
   Donny could feel the discomfort in that statement.  For one thing, the professor knew his name, despite having never met him before.  Then there was the fact that the professor had actually used his name, his real name.  It was typical that when a student received a nickname, as they all did, the professors would go along with it as well.  Real names tended to disappear once a hero name were given, and Donny’s new name of Napoleon should surely have been around long enough for it to have reached this professor, were he looking for Donny.
 
   Without a word Donny rose off his bed and followed the professor.  They walked for a short while, into a part of the school Donny had never been to.  He was led into an office, where he saw the last person in the world he wanted to see; Captain Williams.  Donny said nothing, just took a seat in the open chair waiting for him.  The professor left, shutting the door behind, leaving the two of them alone together.  For a few moments neither of them said anything.  Donny wanted to leap out of his chair, to scream at him to tell him where his brother is.  He knew this would do nothing except make Captain Williams suspicious of him, and even if this did not matter, Donny knew he could not trust this man to tell the truth either way.
 
   “Donny, I have to ask you a few questions.  When was the last time you spoke to your brother?”
 
   Donny wanted to retort by asking Captain Williams when the last time he spoke to his brother was, but that would be pointless.  Donny would play along for now.  “Just a few hours ago, before the simulation games practice today for team Jade.”
 
   Donny wanted Captain Williams to ask him about the fact that he was already holding simulation games practices, or the team color choice.  Donny was well aware that Captain Williams would know of these things already, as he had been keeping tabs on Jay, but he nevertheless was hoping Captain Williams would play this game with him.  He did not.
 
   “Has he mentioned anything strange or unusual to you these past couple of days?”
 
   Donny knew this man was not a mind reader, but he felt confident that somewhere nearby he had his spies positioned, listening in for the thoughts that Donny would not say.  Donny decided he would show only the thoughts he wanted to be seen.  This was his ability and he would use it.  “He seemed a little distracted today, but other than that he has said surprisingly little to me recently.  Why?”
 
   Captain Williams ignored the last question, and continued with his own interrogation.  “Do you have any suspicions as to his reason for being distracted?”
 
   “Yes.”  Donny was frantically trying to think up a good suspicion to tell.  He knew to say ‘no’ would not have been believable; he either knew or was dying to know, and would therefore have given this some thought.
 
   “What are your suspicions?”
 
   “Well his discomfort seemed to have started at yesterday’s practice, when we boosted his reading ability.  I think he saw something that scared him.  I think he saw the villains coming.”
 
   Donny hoped that would be sufficient.  Enough of the truth to be believable, but enough of a lie to cover myself.
 
   “You suspected that?  Even before the villains arrived?”
 
   “No, that is a recent suspicion.  Before that I figured he saw into the mind of his friend Snake, and saw something he didn’t like.”  This was the truth, in part.  Donny had thought that at first, before he had been told the real reason.
 
   “I see.”  Captain Williams seemed satisfied with this.  Donny could almost feel Captain Williams’ disbelief, but even in his disbelief Captain Williams was content with the answers he received.  In a sudden turn the subject was changed.  “I unfortunately have to give you some sad news.  As you know, your brother was asked to help us in the battle with the villains.”
 
   Donny said nothing.  There was no use playing dumb, but he refused to acknowledge what he knew either.  Captain Williams continued.
 
   “Without him the outcome of that battle would have been very different.  Your brother was a hero, and many of the faculty owe him their lives, including myself.  It is with great regret that he fell as a casualty during the battle.  They hit us hard in their initial attack, and when we were forced to fall back, your brother refused.  He saw an opening to draw them away from the school, and he took it.  The rest of us turned back to assist him, but by the time we fought our way through to where he was, it was too late.  He fell protecting us all, and if he had not done what he did, we would probably still be fighting right now, and there is no telling how many of the faculty would have lost their lives trying to do what he did.”
 
   Silence.  Donny watched Captain Williams, whose face showed a poor attempt at sympathy…no, a wonderful display of his satisfaction hid by a formality of sympathy.  He wanted Donny to see his real feelings.
 
   “Donald, I said your brother was killed…”
 
   “I heard you.”
 
   “You do not appear very sad about this.”
 
   You shouldn’t be talking about appearances.  “I’m too shocked to be sad.  I’m in disbelief.”  
 
   Donny was well aware that he was not displaying shock or disbelief.  He made no attempt to hide his face, which clearly read contempt.  He was struggling to figure out how much of what he heard was a lie and how much was truth.  He knew the villains really attacked, or at least that was the same story they had given Jay, and were telling the rest of the school.  Could Jay really be dead?
 
   It was clear the conversation was over.  Donny knew this was all part of the drill, that they bring him in, give him the news that his brother was dead, and allow the news to spread.  “Have my parents been told?”
 
   Captain Williams paused for a moment.  Donny wondered if this was so insignificant to Captain Williams that his mind had already moved on to other things.  He recovered quickly.  “We have someone going to your house now to break the news.  If you would like to have leave to visit your family, that can be arranged.  Unfortunately we cannot permit them to come here.  Despite the situation, the regulations do not permit it, and with this recent attack, we need to hold to the regulations more than ever.”
 
   “No, I don’t want leave.  My parents would never allow me back to the Academy if I went, and it’s clear to me that soldiers are needed now more than ever.”
 
   “I’m sure your parents would understand if you wanted to return.”
 
   “I know my parents, if I left, I would never return.”  Which is exactly what you want.  You did something to my brother, and I am not going to walk away and let you get away with it.  “If you don’t mind, I need some time to myself.”
 
   “Very well.  If you ever need to talk, I’m sure your professors would be happy to oblige.” 
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   DONNY WAS NOT just trying to get away from Captain Williams when he said he needed time to himself.  His mind was whirling with all the possible truths that could be hidden behind what he had heard, and he needed time alone to cipher through them.  He knew it would not be long before the other students were informed of his brother’s death, and the last thing he wanted was the distraction of sympathy coming at him from every angle.  Donny walked quickly to the dining hall and filled a tray high with a variety of foods.  He was not hungry at the moment, but he knew he would be.  Being careful to avoid being seen by anyone who might want to talk, he made his way out of the dining hall, and moved in the direction of the arena.  He passed a janitor’s closet on the way, and decided to grab a trash bag to transfer his food into.  He wanted to avoid suspicion, and leaving the school alone with a tray full of food would certainly attract attention.
 
   When Donny arrived at the arena, he looped around the long way to get to the storage closet, just in case he had been seen leaving the school and was being watched.  Halfway around he changed his thoughts, imagining that he was walking off into the desert.  Instead, he walked around to the storage closet, and climbed up to the catwalk inside the arena.  The lights were off, and he kept them that way.  Donny thought back to when he had been up here only a few hours ago, and remembered a corner of the catwalk which had not been lit up when the lights in the arena were on, due to the catwalk looping around the lights at that spot.  He felt his way along until he reached the spot he had been searching for.
 
   Now that he was settled, he allowed his thoughts to flow.  With the thoughts, however, came the tears.  He’s not dead, he can’t be.  Donny reasoned to himself.  But even if he is alive, he can’t be in a good situation right now.  Donny began to think of all the possible things they could have done to Jay to get him out of the way.  Unfortunately, the most logical explanation for Jay’s disappearance was death.  No, they wouldn’t do that.  Donny felt confident that they would not, not because they valued his life, but because of what Jay was.  Jay was the first person to ever achieve multiple abilities, and he had all three.  Jay was one of a kind, and Donny knew those who were running the heroes versus villains scam would be too power hungry to simply waste something like that.
 
   Or so he hoped.  The more he thought about it, the more he realized how little information he had about those who were running this operation.  They could be power hungry and curious, as Donny had assumed, but they could also be afraid of Jay, such that they would rather do away with the threat immediately.  Donny made his assumptions based on what he had seen of Captain Williams, but he did not know if Captain Williams was running everything, or was just the highest rank that was still low enough to need a public face.  Donny felt confident that Captain Williams would not have made the call to kill Jay, and he would think there would have been some hint of genuine disappointment when talking about Jay’s death if Jay had really been killed against Captain Williams’ wishes, but it was possible that Captain Williams had purposefully shown no emotion to throw Donny off.
 
   No, that can’t be it, that would be assuming they think I’m a threat.  Even though Donny had been accepted to the school supposedly due to his strategic ability, he knew that was just a front.  He knew now that they just wanted him in the hopes that it would make it easier to control Jay.  Maybe that’s still their plan, maybe they are still hoping to control Jay through me.  It was more a wish than anything.  Donny wanted them to target him, at least then he could be fighting along with his brother, instead of sitting on the sidelines and watching.  
 
   Donny continued to think everything over for hours.  He had plenty of food, so he could be there for days if he needed to.  He doubted he would really need days on his own, but he wanted to be prepared.  I wonder if they’ll send out a search party, or if they’ll just assumed I ran off into the desert in pursuit of the villains they claim killed by brother.  The thought came as a joke to himself, but he could not shake the desire to do just that, run after the villains, and either fight them himself or try to shake them out of the school’s control.  Such an attempt would be futile, he knew, but the desire still lingered.
 
   Finally, long after Donny lost track of the time, he heard the door to the arena open.  He looked over, and could tell dawn was breaking outside.  He was surprised to see a single silhouette in the light; he could not make out who it was.  He was even more surprised when the person stepped into the arena and shut the door without turning on the lights.  When Donny heard the door open he had assumed it would be the search party out to find him, but now he was not so sure.  If they were looking for me, surely they would have turned on the lights.
 
   Donny listened as he heard things being moved around underneath him.  They were not heavy objects, at least not heavy enough for the mystery visitor to pick up.  The visitor surely was not a Titan either, as that much could be deduced from the silhouette.  Donny waited, straining his ears to catch any clue of who that was or what they were doing.  His efforts were in vain, because the noise soon ended, and a moment later Donny found himself now straining his eyes, as a small flickering light had appeared down below.  The light was a small flame, probably from a match or lighter, and it caught hold of something flammable on the ground.  The fire spread quickly, but Donny was not watching it.  Instead he was trying desperately to catch sight of the visitor, who was now walking away from the growing flames.  The visitor walked over to the door, opened it, and walked out.  Donny was never able to identify them.
 
   Donny’s disappointment quickly left as his eyes now moved down to see the flames below.  They were not out of control; on the contrary, they were under complete control and had stopped spreading as soon as the flames covered their intended space.  The flames spelled out words, written in crooked writing, with lines between the words in order for the flames to spread.  What Donny saw answered many questions, but gave rise to many more.
 
                 He is alive and safe      Keep learning       I will be in touch
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NO SEARCH PARTY had ever been sent to look for Donny.  When he arrived back at the school that morning, just in time to go to his first class, nobody seemed surprised to see him.  It appeared that his one night disappearing act had not caught any attention at all.  What he did find back at the school was sadness and sympathy.  Word had clearly spread that Jay had been killed in battle, and as Donny walked through the halls all conversations fell silent while he passed, so the students could direct their attention to giving him sad looks.  Donny did his best to feign grief as he walked by.
 
   All his classes began the same way, with a moment of silence ‘in honor of one of the greatest heroes this school has ever seen.’  Donny wondered if his professors really believed what they were saying.  Do they know what this school is really about, or are they being kept in the dark too?  When they say greatest, do they mean it, or do they really mean ‘most dangerous’?  Donny was usually good at reading people, but right at this moment there was too much to consider to come to a conclusion on whose side the professors were on.
 
   The hardest part of the day for Donny was that evening, when a memorial was held for Jay.  He believed that the mysterious visitor that morning had told the truth, and that Jay was not actually dead, but there was so much genuine grief in the room that Donny could not help but tear up.  The worst of all came when he caught sight of Michael and Zahrah.  Despite being Jay’s two closest friends, they sat in the back of the big room designated for the event.  Zahrah’s face was buried in her hands, and there was very little movement from her other than the occasional flinch that accompanied a sob.  Michael sat next to her, but looked like he was far away.  He appeared as if he were searching for something, even though his eyes never moved.  Michael’s expression was curious; from time to time his eyes would widen, as if he found what he was looking for, but it would quickly be lost, and he would return to his silent search.
 
   Donny turned back around to face the speaker.  Very few of the faculty really knew Jay, so the speakers were just his three professors from the previous year.  Each talk was essentially the same; they said flattering things about Jay, told a story about something amazing he did in their class, acted as if he were their favorite student, and finished with a cookie cutter statement such as “he will surely be missed” or “he will never be forgotten.”  Donny hated to sit through this.  He looked around, wondering how many truly knew Jay, or even had met him before.  Then he turned to look at Zahrah and Michael again, but only found Zahrah there.  Where’s Michael?  Donny glanced about, but it was clear that Michael had left at some point during the talks.  
 
   A reception followed the talks, but Donny did not wait around.  He made his way out the closest door, ignoring the people who motioned to talk to him along the way.  They’re just trying to be sympathetic anyway.  He walked quickly at first, then began to run.  He had to find Michael.  Donny did not know why Michael left, but he probably still thought Jay was dead.  Michael would not leave a memorial for his best friend without a very good reason, and Donny was afraid that “good reason” might not be a justified one.
 
   Donny turned the corner towards the dorm rooms and nearly collided with Michael, who was walking quickly as well with a full backpack.
 
   “Where are you going?”  Donny asked, trying to hide his worry, but anxious to know what was going on.
 
   “I can’t stay,” Michael said, moving as if to continue on his way.
 
   “Yes, you can.”
 
   “Look, Donny, I’m sorry.  I knew him a year and a half, and you’ve known him your whole life.  This has to be hard for you too.  I just…I need proof.”
 
   “Why?  How?”  Donny was frantically trying to think of a way to stop Michael.  If he became a threat to the school, he does not have any special ability worth keeping around.  They could dispose of him without a second thought.
 
   “I don’t know, closure maybe.  Maybe a little doubt.  I asked as many professors as I could find how he died, but none of them actually saw him fall.  I asked what happened to his body, and I’ve received different answers.  Some say it was taken by the villains, some say it got buried by a sand storm and was lost in the desert…their answers aren’t consistent.  I just need to see for myself.”
 
   “They said it was taken by the villains, and you want to see for yourself?  Are you planning to chase after them?”
 
   “No…I don’t know, I just feel like I need to go out there and see…see what I can find.”
 
   “Michael, there’s nothing worth finding.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because…because I saw the body.”  Donny hated to lie, but he could not think of any other way to keep Michael there.
 
   “What? When?”
 
   “They came to my dorm room right after the battle.  They brought me in to tell me first, and I asked to see him.  They reluctantly agreed.  After, I asked that they mail the body home immediately, and pretend that it was lost somehow.  I didn’t want anyone trying to get his body to run tests on or anything.”  Donny almost hated how easily the lie flowed out.
 
   Donny did not like the confused, determined look Michael had when they first began their conversation, but the distress that fell over Michael now was no better.  It looked like a giant weight was just placed down on Michael, and Donny knew he had put it there.
 
   “I think I might be losing it then.  I’ve been feeling like Jay’s calling out to me in my head.  It started before I heard about…what happened.  Shortly before.  It’s crazy, I know.  It’s not possible for him to call out.  Mind reading is a one way conversation, even if he were around and able to connect to me, he’d only be able to read my mind, not call out to me.  But still…I don’t know.”
 
   “It’s not always a one way conversation,” Donny replied.  He could see how this was tearing Michael apart.  “For the two of you, it has been a two way conversation for over a year now.  You were both open to each other all the time, and I’m sure the separation is difficult.  It makes sense for your mind to have difficulty letting him go.”
 
   “I guess it’s like I’m losing a part of myself, but I feel like it’s still there.”
 
   Donny simply nodded.  Michael took off his backpack, but remained slumped over.  With a sigh, Michael turned around and went back into his room.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   IT WAS TWO weeks before Donny called another practice for the simulation games team.  It had been a tough two weeks; Donny missed having Jay around, and he was getting frustrated by the lack of communication from the arena visitor.  The visitor had said they would keep in touch, but Donny had heard nothing from them since then.  
 
   The visitor’s instructions proved easier to accomplish than Donny had imagined, however.  Donny was told to keep learning, which was a natural thing for Donny to do, as engrossing himself in his studies was one of the few things that got his mind off of the situation at hand.  Now, two weeks later, his studies were losing their power to hold him, as he had somehow managed to catch up completely in his classes.  The simulation games training should be able to distract him better, he decided.
 
   Arriving at the arena, Donny almost smiled to see Lenny standing next to the door, waiting.  He looked almost like a computer who had powered down; his eyes were aimed at the ground, but held little evidence of actually looking at it, and his head was slumped slightly forward.  Donny wondered what he could be thinking about.  Lenny was the one friend who had truly been a comfort throughout the past two weeks.  Donny could tell that Lenny was sad about Jay, but Lenny never tried to comfort Donny, or talk down to him as if he were a child who had just become an orphan.  When the topic came up, Lenny looked troubled just like everyone else, but as soon as the topic changed Lenny quickly moved on.  Sometimes Donny wondered if Lenny were actually not dumb as everyone thought, but rather too brilliant to be understood.  He did not actually believe this, but it was fun to imagine.
 
   The next to arrive were Michael and Zahrah.  Donny had actually seen very little of them recently; they sat together twice early on, while they happened to be the dining hall at the same time, but the meals were each just one long awkward silence, and after the second time they just started eating apart.  Donny was glad to see them nevertheless.  
 
   Others came interspersed.  The practice was scheduled to begin at 1600 hours, and Donny waited until 1610, despite his reservations about allowing people to show up late.  The problem was that many of his top players never showed up.  Duke was the last to arrive, getting there right at 1600.  At 1610 it was Duke who chose to end the wait.  “Donny, I think we can get started.”
 
   “Where is everyone else?”  He asked.  
 
   “I don’t think they’re coming.  Some of the other captains reoffered spots to some of your players, and many accepted.  I’m sorry Donny, I vouched for them, but I guess they were following Decathlon all along.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, you didn’t desert us.  How were the other captains able to offer spots?  I thought they had full teams chosen already?”
 
   “Most did.  A few had a spot they were still figuring out, but most just told their youngest players tough luck, and gave their spots away.”
 
   “That’s terrible.  Do you think the players who were rejected can be trusted?”
 
   “I think so, but I haven’t really looked into it, so I can’t say for sure.  You want to recruit them?”
 
   “Of course I do.  Look around, most of the people here are young and inexperienced.  They also lack the enthusiasm they used to have.  The drive to win is lost on them, and I can only imagine the drive those who were kicked off of their teams would have to beat the team that rejected them.”
 
   “Well, as far as this team being young and inexperienced, I’m sorry to say that those we would be recruiting would not improve that situation by much.  But you’re right, they would be some good players to have, and with the way we look now, I’d say we need some more decent players.  I’ll look into it, and get back to you as soon as I can.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to waste the time on our talking it over.  Look into it, and if you think they would be good for the team, you have permission to offer for them to join us.  I trust your judgment.”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t, after the last set I gave my opinion on…”
 
   “Nevertheless I still do.  Besides, many stuck around.  Had I chosen the team by myself I’m sure I would have nobody left at this point.”
 
   Duke gave a half smile and said no more.  It’s a whole new game now.  Donny thought.  He moved to stand in front of the door to the arena, and addressed the crowd in front of him.
 
   “Look around.  This is your team now.  You all knew we would be going on without my brother, but now you can see that we have lost many more.  Anyone who does not wish to compete with this team, you are free to leave.  When we walk into the arena, just turn around and walk back to the school.  There will be no hurt feelings.  For those who wish to stay, I want you to know that I still plan to win these games.  Our strategy will need to change, but we can still show this school something new, and show the other teams that we are a force to be reckoned with.  We, as a team, can do this.”
 
   Donny paused in his speech.  There were no smiles in the crowd, and he doubted than many of them believed him.  One of the first year students who had previously been on the practice team raised her hand.  Donny nodded to her that she could ask her question.
 
   “I was wondering, have you already decided who would be moving onto the main team to fill the open spots?”  The other practice team members looked around at each other, nodding in agreement over their desire to know the answer.
 
   “Yes, all of you are filling the open spots,” Donny replied.
 
   A few of the students looked at him excitedly, but most just looked around at the group.  He knew what they were thinking, how can we all fill the spots?  Teams can only have 21 people?  Donny responded before the questions surfaced.
 
   “I realize teams normally are only 21 heroes strong, and that I can only bring 21 total into any one of the simulation games, but that doesn’t mean we are not allowed to have more than 21.  We lost our old advantages, so we need something new.  We are going to break up into groups, and the groups that compete in the games will change depending on who we face.  For example, some of you may be designated to orange and black.  That means your team needs to research the orange and black teams, and be ready to counter anything they could throw at us.  Be creative, and think of general strategies of how we could attack them, and how we can defend from them.  We won’t know the situation of the game, but we know we will be pit up against the other team in some fashion, and so we can at least be ready for that.”
 
   Donny could not tell if they were in favor of this plan or not.  He could not blame them if they thought the plan was poorly thought up, because in fact he had made the whole idea up on the spot.  He had not given any thought at all to who would fill the empty spots, because up until a few moments ago he thought there would only be one spot to fill.  Nevertheless, he liked the plan that had fallen so suddenly out of his mouth, and he would stick with it.
 
   They went into the arena, and to Donny’s relief he did not lose any more players.  None of them had taken up his offer for them to leave.  Once inside, Donny divided them into groups and gave them the teams they each would research.  He decided to keep the groups small, and gave each group just one team to follow.  It would be much more reasonable for them to find out about 21 players than 42, and allowing them to focus on just one team would make sure no team got overlooked in the pursuit of the other.  Once the groups were formed, Duke gave a quick talk describing different strategies of how to gain information, and how to distinguish truth from rumors.  
 
   Donny could see that Duke’s talk excited many of them, so he built on that excitement, by allowing them to immediately get together with their groups and begin making plans.  Donny walked around from group to group, and told each group of their specific importance.  “The blue team is strong this year, and it is up to you to make sure we are ready for them.  They have weaknesses, so find them.”  Once he felt convinced one group understood the importance of their job to the whole team, he would go on to the next group.  “The brown team is strong this year, and it is up to you to make sure we are ready for them…”
 
   Once Donny had made his rounds and spoken with all the groups, he knew it was time they did something physical.  The last thing he wanted was for the games to come around and his team to be out of shape.  Donny started out by sending them all out to run around the perimeter of the arena.  In order to slow down the Hermes, he made them carry heavy backpacks full of supplies from the supply closet.  When the Hermes’ still finished far ahead of the rest, he made them take the supplies out of the backpack, and carry them all in their hands while everyone ran a second lap.  This proved more effective; the supplies may not have been heavy enough to inhibit them, but the need to awkwardly carry a pile of supplies without dropping them caused the group to run at a more normal pace.
 
   By the end of the run, practice had already been going on for quite some time, with most of the time having been spent on their early discussions.  With a reminder to begin their investigations, he dismissed the team for the night. 
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   IT WAS A while before Donny could be alone in the arena.  Despite having dismissed his team, many of them stuck around to chat with each other.  Even though Donny was looking forward to having the arena to himself, he could not be upset at his team for this, especially since most of the talk involved plans or jokes about how they would get information on the other teams.  Finally the room cleared out, and Donny could be alone.
 
   The arena had become the only place where Donny could have any degree of comfort.  With his knowledge of the school’s real purpose, accompanied by his lack of knowledge of the whereabouts of his brother, everywhere he went he was reminded of how little power he had to do anything.  The arena was the only exception, as he had thus far only spent time in the arena in a position of control, where he was in charge of a large group of children who wished to become soldiers.  It was a false power, he knew, as it was a power given to him by his enemy the school, but he still felt like he could use that power to his advantage somehow.  
 
   Donny lay on his back and looked up at the domed ceiling above himself.  He allowed his thoughts to wander for a while, thinking about Jay, about the school, wondering how it had started in the first place, and if it was begun with good intentions, or was evil from the start.  He thought about the curvature of the ceiling, about the lights shining down from under the catwalk.  He realized the catwalk ran in columns from one door of the arena to the other, with connections every few dozen feet (he would have to remember this, as it would allow them to maintain orientation by simply looking up).  
 
   Once he could not keep his thoughts away any longer, he thought about the stranger, who had told him Jay was alright.  He had spent many hours already pouring over all possibilities of who it could have been, and finally he had reached the only conclusion that made any sense at all; he did not know them.  Everyone he knew had their own ideas of what the most important thing at the time was, and Donny could not believe that any of them were hiding the knowledge of the school’s truth while still pursuing the goals they made so evident to cherish.  But I know, and I continue.  Donny thought.  But still, even I could not stay interested in my own practice.  I called a practice only to make up what to do on the spot.  Donny hated to admit it, but it was true, he really cared very little about the games now.  He held a practice because that's what he was supposed to do, and it was all he could do.  He did not lie to his team, he really did plan to win, but he planned to do so because it was the only thing he had any influence over.
 
   After a while of lying on the arena floor, he felt himself beginning to fall asleep, and decided it better that he head back to his dorm room.  As he neared the exit door, he noticed a letter taped to the door, with a small packet of matches.  He snatched the letter off the door and quickly began to read.
 
    
 
                 Donny,
 
                 
 
                 DO NOT MOVE.  I could not contact you sooner.  You were being watched, and even still they have cameras on you.  Right here at the door the cameras do not pick you up.  Read the letter right here, then burn it thoroughly in the hole to your left before burying the ashes.  Do NOT attempt to find your brother, or to contact me.  I am working on a plan to help your brother, but he is heavily guarded right now.  You have been wondering what you should do, and I will tell you.  Learn as much as you can while the resources are available to you.  Leave your brother to me – I will contact you if there is anything I need you to do.  My one request, if you are able, would be to win the simulation games.  It just might be the distraction I need.
 
    
 
   There was no signature, but Donny did not expect one.  He looked to his left, and sure enough a shallow hole had been dug next to the door.  He knelt down, lit a match, and set the letter on fire.  He held it as long as he could, until the flames began licking his fingers and he was forced to let go.  After the letter burned, he decided to do away with the rest of the evidence, so he lit a second match, and with it lit the whole pack of matches before throwing that as well into the hole.  The dirt lay in a pile nearby, and it was no trouble at all for him to push the dirt into the hole with his foot and stomp it flat.  
 
   For the first time in two weeks, Donny felt good.  His position changed very little, but at least he was now included.  He knew something was being done.  From this short letter, he now knew he had someone on his side, and they were in a position to know the working of the Academy.  They must be a reader, as they knew what Donny had been wondering silently, and stated this knowledge as fact, instead of speculation.  For better or worse, Donny would follow the lead of this mystery helper.  Donny would learn as much as he could as quickly as he could.
 
    
 
   And with everything he had, Donny would make sure he won the simulation games.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MORNING CAME faster than Donny had expected.  He did not return to his dorm room the night before, but instead veered off to the computer room, in order to search through old battle videos between heroes and villains.  He did this in the hopes of coming up with battle strategies that he could use in the games, but in this regard the videos proved quite useless.  It was amazing to Donny that he had never realized how fake the villains were before.  In all the videos, the villains were shown attacking without any sort of plan at all, just rushing at the heroes in a frenzy.  The heroes were the ones with a strategy, but it was only the younger, newer heroes that were worth watching.  As the heroes got older, they always seemed to realize that simple sidestepping and minor distractions would work every time.  The new heroes were the more zealous, and would have complex plans to throw off their enemies and trap them.
 
   Despite the inability to find good strategies, he still gained valuable information from what he saw.  The battles tended to be very similar, except that the environments in which they battled changed drastically.  Surprisingly few were held in public places; instead they tended to take place in deserted fields, or forests, or in the desert.  One even took place in the ocean, where a group of villains apparently became pirates, and were intercepted by a boat full of heroes.  The battles almost looked staged, all except for the fighting itself.  
 
   Donny remembered seeing some of those videos when he was younger on the news, but they had seemed so much more real back then.  Now these videos looked more like they should be videos of simulation games, not genuine battles.  When that thought arrived to Donny, he grabbed some paper and began taking note of the situations of each battle he saw.
 
   Once Donny had a long list made, and noticed that the sun was beginning to stream in through the window, he logged off the computer and walked quickly down to the dining hall.  He had to talk to Duke, and he did not want to wait any longer than he had to, so he positioned himself so he could see every person who walked in, and waited for Duke to arrive.  The wait was longer than Donny had hoped, but at long last Duke walked through the door.  
 
   “Duke!”  Donny called out, with no regard to the attention this gave him, and without allowing Duke to get his food first.  Duke turned, and upon seeing Donny, came over and sat down across from him.  
 
   “What’s wrong?”  Duke asked, clearly a little worried by Donny’s rushed attitude.
 
   “Nothing, sorry to worry you, I just need to go over something with you about the games.”
 
   “Ok, would you mind if I got my breakfast first?  Then we can talk while we eat, and kill two birds with one stone?”
 
   “No problem, but one question before you go.  What were the situations of the simulation games last year?”
 
   Duke gave a quizzical look, because Donny should already know what the games had been.  Still, he obliged with an answer.  “Well, for us we started with a game where we were in a forest, and needed to capture an orb from the opponent.  Then we were in a deserted city, firing paintballs at each other, until we could either eliminate all the enemy or capture all the buildings.  The third was in the dark, with storage bins all around.  We needed to find something in there, and keep it from the other team for a set amount of time.  The last was in the desert, where we had to catch and immobilize all of the opponents.”
 
   Donny circled things on the paper in front of himself as Duke spoke, then he turned the sheet around and pushed it over for Duke to see.  
 
   “What’s this?”  Duke asked.
 
   “It’s a listing of major real world battles between heroes and villains.”  
 
   Duke was silent for a moment.  He looked down the list, and Donny saw his eyes begin to go wide.  “Does this mean what I think it means?”
 
   “I don’t know Duke, I’m not a reader.”
 
   “Does this mean…the simulation games are based on real battles?”
 
   “Yes, I think it does.  Your first battle was a replica of ‘The Rock-Bomb Hunt’, where a group of villains tried to blow up a forest with a small bomb that the heroes had to capture from them and deactivate.  Your second was an early battle, back when they still used guns.  I would guess your battle was copying ‘The Shootout at Old Mill’.  The third would be when the villains tried to trap some heroes in an old warehouse, called ‘The Entrapment in the Warehouse’.  The last was clearly a remake of ‘Battle of the Sahara’.”
 
   “That’s incredible.  I had no idea the Academy was simulating past battles, I always assumed they were making up new situations.  How do you plan to use this information?”
 
   “Well, I was thinking we could begin our own simulation games, where we set up similar situations and run through what we should do in each case.  We can divide our team in half, and face them against each other.  Maybe we can get lucky during the real games and end up with a situation we’d already done.”
 
   “We don’t need to get lucky.  We need to find the events that are most likely to be used, and run those with our team.  Come on, I want to see these battles for myself.”
 
   “Don’t you want to get breakfast first?”
 
   “Forget breakfast, we have planning to do.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY ARRIVED AT his classes without having slept for about 28 hours, and without having eaten since lunch the previous day.  It had not occurred to him that he had actually missed dinner the night before until he realized how hungry he was getting, but he knew he could eat soon enough.  He kicked himself silently for not getting some food while he waited for Duke at the dining hall.
 
   Donny dove into his studies with a new fervor.  He had started the year with great ambition, but had quickly been grounded by the formidable task of catching up on the early material that he missed.  His ambition had now returned, but this time he understood enough of the early concepts to keep himself afloat.  Advanced Mind Distortion began a topic that particularly caught his attention.  They had begun learning how to “burn” a reader who tried to enter their heads.  Thus far they had learned different techniques for making a Prometheus think they are somewhere they are not, or to mask their thoughts behind other thoughts.  This concept, where they would convince themselves they were burning in order to send those thoughts to the reader, was a new concept, and Donny was thrilled by the prospect.
 
   With this new technique still fresh in his mind, Donny walked over to the arena to meet Duke.  They had picked out a simulation to try, and they needed to set up for it.  To their distress, they could not figure out how the school managed to set up for the games so fast.  The arena was huge, and somehow the school was able to turn it into a city, a desert, a forest, or any other environment that they needed.  With their time too limited to fill the arena accurately, they decided it was necessary to improvise.  
 
   The game they chose was something of a scavenger hunt.  Both sides would be trying to locate a certain item.  There would be clues around, but most of the clues would be useless without other clues to help decipher them.  Each team would need to find the clues for themselves, as well as obtain missing clues from the opponent.  Duke and Donny took anything they could carry out of the storage rooms and scattered them about the arena, placing the clues in as creative of spots as they could think of.  Once they were satisfied, with most clues hidden and a few placed just inside each door to start each team off, the two of them went outside to wait for the rest of the team.
 
   “Duke, may I ask you a question?”
 
   “Sure kid, what’s on your mind.”
 
   “You really seem to know what you’re doing out here, and you have great ideas for the team.  You started the year with a list of people you felt you could trust, and you can think well on your feet.  Why didn’t you take the leadership classes?”
 
   “I guess being a captain just doesn’t appeal to me.”
 
   Donny thought for a moment, but soon decided this did not answer his question sufficiently.  “I don’t think I understand.  How can it not appeal to you?  You have a rare gift, don’t you think you should have used it?”
 
   “Human’s aren’t made with just one gift, Napoleon.  I like to think I have other things to contribute as well.”
 
   “I’m sure you do, but leaving this school with leadership training is quite possibly the highest honor there is.  That’s a gift that should not be ignored.”
 
   “Kid, let me tell you a little story.  There once was a wealthy family who lived in a big house.  They had a young servant boy who they called on to do everything.  The children needed a tutor, so the servant boy learned the material and taught it to the children.  Chores needed to be done, so the servant boy would rush around, keeping the house clean.  Things needed to be moved, he would move them.  Items needed to be fixed, he would fix them.  The family’s wealth increased, and eventually they decided to do away with the servant boy, and hire many grown men and women to replace him.  The boy was cast out.  Soon after, the family’s wealth began to disappear.  They needed to fire their new helpers, but having never done any of the chores themselves, they could not cope.  They spent the rest of their days hiring and firing servants, looking for someone who would take care of them like the young servant boy had.”
 
   “That’s quite a sad story.  I’m still not following though, what does it have to do with not becoming a leader?”
 
   “Napoleon, I was raised differently than you.  You see success as holding power, or acquiring power.  I’m not saying you are power hungry, but I do think it is important to you that you are in control.  That’s not the way I am.  I don’t want to be the wealthy family, I want to be the servant boy.  A leader is just one person trying to keep a group facing the same direction.  I would rather be the person the leader can turn to, can rely on, to set an example for the rest of the group.”
 
   Donny was surprised.  This was not the answer he had expected to receive, but it was a nice one to hear.  “You know what I think,” Donny responded.  “I think that servant boy turned out well in the end.  He would have become big and strong from doing all those chores, and he would be intelligent from tutoring the children.  Someone who can take care of a family should be able to take care of themselves.”
 
   Whether the conversation could have continued, Donny did not know, as they were forced to stop due to the arrivals of the rest of the team.  Donny could not help but fear what will happen to this loyal servant after he graduates and the school gains full control over him.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   DONNY AND DUKE could not participate in the simulation, as they knew where all the clues were hidden, so they went up to the catwalk to watch from above.  Duke started from one end, and watched one of the teams, while Donny watched the other team on the opposite side of the arena.  Donny had placed all of the new players (those who had been recruited after they were kicked off of their previous teams) on the team he was watching.  He wanted to get to know them early, as they were all new to him.  He already decided to put them each in the groups that would be researching their old teams, but how he would use them other than that he had yet to decide.
 
   Donny was disappointed with what he saw.  The team he was watching won the event, but this only made things worse, as Donny did not feel they played well enough to win.  Look at them, they’ve moving in packs!  They should be spreading out to look for clues.  And look at that group over there, they are clearly lost.  They are following their clue to the east wall, when it is telling them to go towards the north door!  
 
   When the event was over, Donny rounded everyone up to review.  He pointed to one first year who he had noticed had been following in the back of one group throughout the entire event.  
 
   “You, how many clues did you find?”
 
   “Oh, um, I think we found 11, maybe 12.”
 
   “No, that’s how many your team found, how many did you find?”
 
   “The group I was in found 4 of those clues…”
 
   “No, no, you misunderstand me.  I want to know how many you, and just you, found.  How many clues did you pick up, bring to the group, and use?”
 
   “Me?  Um, well I personally didn’t pick up any clues, but I contributed to the group who found 4.”
 
   “It doesn’t take a group to find clues, it takes one person.  And even if you could get credit for the work of the group, there were eight of you there, so your share would only be half a clue.”  Donny turned to address the whole group.  “Nobody should ever be wasted during the games.  Every single person needs to be used optimally, so that they can do the most good to the team.”
 
   After allowing this to sink in for a moment, he turned to the one who had been leading one of the groups.  “What was the last clue your group found.”
 
   “It was a map.”
 
   “Yes, it was a map that led directly to the finish.  How long did it take you to follow the map to the finish?”
 
   “I don’t know, longer than we would have liked.”
 
   “Why did it take so long?”
 
   “We couldn’t follow it.  It didn’t have enough detail for us to know where we were, and which direction we needed to go.  We needed to find one of the doors to gain our bearing first.”
 
   “Everybody look up.”
 
   At Donny’s command, the whole group began looking around at the ceiling.  Nobody seemed to be catching on to Donny’s meaning.
 
   “The ceiling above you will almost always be visible, and should be used to keep your bearings.  Any ideas how this could be done?”
 
   One hand shot up.  “You can tell how far you are from the sides by how high the ceiling is.”
 
   “Good, since the ceiling is a dome, it is highest in the center, so we can tell our distance from the sides by that.  What else?”
 
   Another first year student volunteered information.  “The dent over there is slightly east of the center, so if that is visible you could use it to tell which way is east.”
 
   Donny could not help but be a little sad at the thought of the dent, since it reminded him of Jay.  He quickly shook the feeling off.  “Good thought, but it is east from where we are standing.  It is actually a little south of the center as well, so it needs to be kept in mind that it is not due east.  Can anyone see another way to determine the directions?”
 
   It was Zahrah who spoke up.  Donny had not heard much from Zahrah or Michael at these practices, so even though they were both there, he sometimes forgot about them.  “The catwalks.  They run north to south, so by looking at them you can at least determine how to get to one of the doors.”
 
   “Great!  So now we have three ways of determining our location from the ceiling, and between the three we should have pretty good information.  The catwalks show us north to south, the dent tells us which direction would be east, and from that we can figure out the four directions.  Then the curvature tells us how far we are from the sides or the center.”
 
   With directions settled, Donny decided it was time to move on.  “Duke, is there anything you noticed that could be improved?”
 
   “The team I was watching lost, so of course there are changes to be made.  The big thing I have to add is that you guys need to communicate.  You found two clues that would lead you to the map, and had you put them together you would have found it before the other team.  The problem was that you didn’t check in with each other, so those two clues were never connected.  A game plan should have been made with a strategy to get information to the rest of the team.”
 
   “Can anyone think of a good way to do this?”  Donny asked the group as a whole.
 
   After a pause, one answer was tried.  “What if we just yelled out what the clue was?”
 
   Donny smiled at this.  Not the best method, but at least it would have been better than nothing.  “That would have gotten the information to those within earshot, but many of your own team would not have heard it, and many of the other team would have.  Any other ideas?”
 
   “If we were in groups, we could have a reader in each group, who could read the minds of the other groups,” A student suggested.
 
   “Yes, this would have kept information flowing, but if our readers could see it, the readers from the other team could too.  This also would have required us to stay in groups, limited by the number of available Prometheus.”
 
   “What if the Hermes acted as runners, traveling around gathering and giving information to their team as they searched?”  One student replied.
 
   “Good, now we’re getting somewhere.  Just because we need communication doesn’t mean we should use or Prometheus.  We need to be able to have two way communication, and we need to keep it secret.  For that, the Prometheus would not work.  The Hermes sound like the best option at this point.”
 
   With the game played, and a few improvements discussed, Donny was satisfied that they would have enough to think about until they met again the next day.  He would have liked to continue the practice, but he was happy with the understanding the team was beginning to achieve.  This practice had taught them that they need to think on their feet, and simple blind luck will not be enough.  Afraid that continuing practice might ruin their current line of thinking, he dismissed them for the night.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY AWOKE THE next morning to the sight of two official looking people, clearly part of the school’s administration, walking into his dorm room.  They quickly noticed Donny, as his small stature caused him to stand out in a room full of Titans.  They made no effort to hide the fact that they were there for him.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   Donny’s resident leader had stepped forward, intercepting the two men.  He was shorter than they were, but clearly far stronger.  The two administrators did not appear phased by his intimidating look.
 
   “We need Donny for a few minutes.  We need to ask him a few questions.”
 
   “May I ask who you are, and on what authority you are taking my resident?”
 
   “You would be failing as a resident leader if you did not.  We are with the school, our job is to investigate the deaths or disappearances of students.”  They showed their identification information, and were allowed to enter.  Donny wondered what they would do if he refused to go with them, but thought better of it.  I need to keep a clean slate.  Now that I don’t serve a purpose here, I’m sure they would love a reason to throw me out of the school.
 
   Donny walked with them in silence, all the way to the part of the school where the administrative offices were found.  He had only been in this part of the Academy once before, when he was meeting with Captain Williams.  They entered a room with a single long table, and Donny sat across the table from the two officials.  He felt like he was there to be questioned for murder.
 
   “Donny, did anything strange happen at your simulation games practice yesterday evening?”
 
   Donny was thrown off by the question.  Yesterday evening?  What does that have anything to do with Jay’s supposed death?  For a moment Donny dreaded the possibility that his informant had been caught.  He wondered if the informant had been waiting at the practice to tell Donny something, and was discovered.  Donny made sure to push these thoughts as far into the back of his head as he could manage.  If the informant had not been caught, reading these thoughts would make it inevitable that he soon would be.
 
   “No, I can’t recall anything unusual happening at practice.  Why?  What does yesterday’s practice have to do with my brother’s death?”
 
   “We are not here to investigate your brother’s death, that case is closed.  When is the last time you saw the student known as Snake?”
 
   Donny’s stomach sank.  They aren’t here for Jay, they are here for Michael.  Donny assumed the school had done something to him too.  Maybe he had figured something out about Jay’s disappearance, and the school did him in.  No, that can’t be it.  They wouldn’t be investigating if they had done it themselves.  “The last time I saw him was shortly before practice ended.  We were all together talking over strategy, and then I dismissed the team.  I saw him in the group at that point, but then I got to talking with some other students, and when I turned to leave, he had already gone.  What happened to him?”
 
   “That is what we are trying to find out.  He went missing last night, and apparently the last time he was seen was shortly after your practice.  One student reported seeing him putting food and water in a backpack in the dining hall before walking out.  That was the last reported sighting.”
 
   Donny knew what this meant.  The last time he had seen Michael with a backpack was when Michael had decided to go out looking for Jay.  Donny new this had to be the case again.  Donny knew a one man trip into the desert could not end well.
 
   “You know where he’s going,” Donny blurted out.  “Why aren’t you out looking for him?”
 
   The interrogators looked questioningly at Donny.  “And where, may we ask, is he going?”
 
   “He’s going into the desert.  It’s the only reason for him to pack food and water, and it’s the only place he could go since the school is surrounded by desert.  He took Jay’s death really hard.  You need to find him.”  Donny did not want to betray Michael, but a trip into the desert was suicide.  If he had to turn to the school for help getting him back, he would.
 
   “We are searching the desert already.  Do you have any other information that could help in this investigation?  A place he might be trying to go, or a reason for him to leave?”
 
   I just told you!  He’s looking for Jay!  Donny wanted to exclaim, but he kept silent.  Unable to think of a response, he simply answered, “No.  I have no information that could help here.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY KNEW THERE was nothing he could do to help Michael, so he left his fate in the hands of those from the school that were searching for him.  With the simulation games fast approaching, he could not afford to take any more days off, nor did he think it a good idea to call off practice in honor of Michael’s disappearance, as that would just draw unnecessary attention and worry to the situation.  
 
   He held practice that evening at its usual time, but when it came time to begin, Zahrah was nowhere to be found.  Donny was watching for her, as he silently hoped that Michael would walk in with her, as he always had before.  When the time for practice to start arrived, and neither Michael nor Zahrah showed up, Donny began to fear that Zahrah had gone with Michael, or gone out after him.  His fears were calmed when Duke came over with a message.
 
   “Zahrah is not feeling up to practice today.  I hope you don’t mind, I told her it would be alright if she took the day off.  I’ll get her up to speed later with what she misses.”
 
   Donny wished he had known about this just a few moments earlier, but he was too relieved to be angry.  “Yeah, that’s perfectly understandable.  She’s a fast learner; she’ll be able to catch up.”
 
   Donny and Duke ran another simulation, splitting the teams up in different combinations.  Donny wanted the small research groups to get used to playing together, but he wanted them to be flexible with who else would accompany them on a team, so he varied the team compositions by moving around the small groups.  Today’s simulation ran much smoother, however many mistakes were still made, and a long discussion was needed to review what could have been done differently.
 
   Practices continued in this manner for the next few weeks.  Zahrah rejoined the team the following day, and never took another day to herself.  Her heart was not in it at first, but then her sadness turned to anger, and Donny found himself having to ask her to tone down a little, to make sure she did not harm herself or her teammates.  
 
   Michael was never found.  Donny was unsure how long the school spent looking for him, but if they found any evidence of his whereabouts, the student body was never told.  Rumors flew around, some saying he went off to hunt down the villains, some saying he had given up being a hero and was trying to get home, and still others were under the impression that he had gone crazy over the loss of his friend, and ran off into the desert to die.  Donny hated to hear any of these rumors, and would tell anyone who repeated one in his earshot to shut their mouths.  The other students quickly learned to keep their opinions on the subject away from Donny.  
 
   With Donny spending every waking hour engrossed in planning for the simulation games or in studying up on his classes or other topics he deemed useful, and spending the little time he slept dreaming about such things, the last week before the simulation games quickly arrived.  Donny soon found himself studying the matchup sheet, with just four days until the start of the games.  
 
   He could not decide if they had made out well or not in their placement on the bracket.  They had received a bye in the first round, which meant that they would not play on the first day, and would therefore only need to worry about one team that first weekend.  The first and third ranked teams were also on the opposite side of the bracket, meaning that they could not face either of those teams any earlier than the finals.  It would not be an easy climb however.  Their first match would be against either the brown team or the white team, depending on which of them won their first game against each other.  They are ranked fourth and fifth respectively.  If they win, they will face either the yellow team, which is ranked second, or the gold team, which is ranked ninth.  If they won that as well, they would be in the finals, most likely against either the blue team, ranked first, or the orange team, ranked third.  As expected, Donny’s team was ranked last, which meant that he needed to be ready for any of them.
 
   Donny decided to divide his remaining practices up in order to focus on defeating the brown team for two of them, and on defeating the white team for the other two.  He had already contacted the group who had been studying the brown team and told them to be ready to lead the practice that evening, so that would be where he would start.  Donny felt like his team had improved tremendously, and despite being comprised mostly of younger students, they were working as a team now, and had many tricks waiting.  Despite their progress, he still saw many flaws.  They were ready for the games, but he knew the other teams would be ready as well.  It would come down to who could think on their feet, and use their resources most effectively.  In short, it would come down to Donny himself.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   “ALRIGHT, YOU’VE BEEN studying the brown team for weeks, what can we expect if we find ourselves facing them?”
 
   Donny was not kidding when he said the group researching the brown team would lead that evening’s practice.  Donny had called the team together, then immediately handed the reigns over to the small group.  After a staggering start, Donny realized he needed to ask them questions in order to get the discussions flowing.
 
   “The brown team focuses mainly on Prometheus and Hermes power.  They’re three best players are all Prometheus, so we think they will try to make this as much a mental game as possible.”
 
   “What do you mean by a mental game?”
 
   “I guess we were thinking they would try to get readings on us as soon as they could, and try to stay one step ahead of us.  Maybe use our own plans against us.”  
 
   “Ok, you said it focuses on Prometheus and Hermes power, where do the Hermes come in?”
 
   “Their strongest players are Prometheus, but looking at the composition of the team as a whole, they are about even between Prometheus and Hermes.  They actually only have 2 Titans on the team, while they have 10 Prometheus and 9 Hermes.  We expect that they would try to read our minds, and then do whatever needs to be done faster than we could with their Hermes.”
 
   “What if the game required strength in some way?”
 
   “We suspect that’s why the two Titans were put on the team, in order to have some strength if it’s needed.  That leads to the first strategy we thought of, that if the game required strength, we should find a way to immobilize their Titans.”
 
   “That sounds like a good starting point; we would just need to think of ways to do that.  What if the game did not require strength?”
 
   “If no strength is needed, the advantage would be theirs.  We would need to find a way of keeping them out of our heads.”
 
   “Ok, how many here have decent training in mental distortion or blocks?”
 
   As Donny expected, very few of his team members raised their hands.  Here’s one big disadvantage with having such a young team, their training on special techniques is limited.  Donny thought.  “It looks like keeping them out of our heads won’t work.  What other possibilities do we have?”
 
   The small group looked at each other.  One of them decided to hazard an answer.  “I guess we’ll just have to implement our plans quicker than them.  We have some quick Hermes on our team too.”
 
   Donny was hoping for a stronger plan of action than that, but they would begin there.  They spent most of the practice working on quick communication and execution.  Donny quickly realized that Zahrah was a strong player to have at this point – she was not just the fastest Hermes around, she was also quick with understanding directions, and could think well on her feet.  Donny felt confident that they had the advantage if it did come down to a single Hermes footrace.  Nevertheless, he would have to think of a way to avoid it getting that far.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “YOU WANTED TO see us sir?”
 
   “Yes.  You have not checked in for quite some time, I take it all is under control?”
 
   “Yes sir.  The older brother crumbled even better than we expected, and the younger brother is showing no suspicious signs.”
 
   “I have been watching some of the videos myself; I hardly agree that there have been no suspicious signs.  Tell me, how long would you say little Donny mourned his brother’s death before being able to move on?”
 
   “Well…not very long at all, sir.”
 
   “Not very long indeed.  From the first videos, he seemed already over what had happened.  When exactly would you say he decided it was alright?”
 
   “It took maybe a day sir.  He was mostly angry after hearing the news, and remained angry for a few weeks, but after the first day his stray emotions were mostly gone.”
 
   “And that is not suspicious?  His older brother was his idol, and he was informed that his brother and idol was just killed by a group of villains, and it took less than a day for him to get over it?”
 
   “He was not over it.  He is still not over it; he just accepted it after a day.”
 
   “Must be quite the kid.  And what about the day he rested on the arena floor, before suddenly getting the idea to search through old war videos?  What happened then?”
 
   “Nothing happened then, sir.  He must have been thinking about the simulation games, and decided it would be beneficial to find information on real battles.”
 
   “What you mean is, you saw nothing happen.  He spent far too long standing at the door before the cameras outside had picked him up.  I checked over the two cameras as well, and the recordings from the outside camera had been tampered with.  The recorded times show a part of the recording that was deleted and filled in by a duplicate of a time when nothing was going on.  The films had been tampered with.”
 
   “You think someone contacted the boy?”
 
   “I’m fairly certain of it.  There are a few faculty members I would like you to keep an eye on.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I also want you to set the games against the younger brother’s team.  If he has been contacted, he may yet be a threat.  Make sure he suffers a crushing defeat.  We need him to feel out of his league.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “One more thing.  The friend, was he ever found?”
 
   “No, sir.  There is considerable evidence showing that he went off into the desert, but we lost his trail after a short time.  We flew over a wider area then he possibly could have traveled, and found nothing.  It is likely that he perished in the desert somewhere, and even if he has not, there is nothing for him to find out there.”
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY CAME, AND the simulation games began.  Donny had told his team to be ready for a practice that evening, so they could begin final preparations as soon as they got word as to who their opponent would be.  Since they could no longer practice in the arena, Donny had reserved a practice room for that night and the next afternoon.  The white versus brown game was taking place that afternoon, and they would be facing the winner the following night.
 
   Black versus orange had faced off already that morning, with the outcome as expected.  The orange team was ranked third, and they had beaten the black team, who had been ranked sixth.  The white and brown teams were competing right now, and Donny was just waiting to receive word as to who the victor would be.  After two practices focusing on each of the two teams, they had some ideas for each one, but Donny felt much better about his chances for the white team.  The white team was ranked fifth and the brown team fourth, so they were close in rankings, however the way the white team was composed just seemed to open up more options for Donny.  They had found many good strategies to use against white team, but he felt their brown team strategies were a little lacking.  
 
   This thought was still lingering in Donny’s head when Duke came around the corner with the verdict.  “It’s brown team.”
 
   Of course it is, Donny thought.  He made no attempt to hide this thought from Duke.
 
   “I have a friend who was on the white team, and we’re going to the dining hall in a few minutes to get some food.  He’s agreed to tell me all about the match.  I should have good details ready in an hour and a half or so.” 
 
   “Good, I’ll spread word that practice starts in two hours then.  I’ll go down to the practice rooms early to start making plans.  Meet me there as soon as you finish with your dinner meeting, so we can discuss how to progress.”
 
   Duke nodded in confirmation, and the two of them went on their ways.  Donny was not hungry, so he decided to have his dinner after that evening’s practice.  Instead, he quickly spread word to his team, and then went directly to the practice room, and began to think.  Brown team it is then.  I suppose we’ll need to be ready for probing minds and fast feet.  Donny continued to brainstorm different possibilities for their match, when he heard the door to the room open.  He was surprised that Duke’s meeting had been so short, but when he looked up, he realized it was not Duke who was coming in.  Instead, the whole Brown team was walking through the door, led by their leader, a Prometheus nicknamed Sly.
 
   “Hey Sly, we have this room reserved tonight.  My team should be here soon.”  This was not completely true, as there was still over an hour until his practice was due to start.  Even so, Donny did have the room reserved already, so the brown team had no business there.
 
   “You must be mistaken little Napoleon, we have this room reserved tonight.  Tonight and all of tomorrow.”
 
   It was clear to Donny that this was not just an accident, as there would be no reason for Sly to bring up a reservation for the next day if he did not already know that Donny had it reserved.  Donny wanted to argue, but there were 21 students facing him, and he knew the odds were not in his favor.
 
   “Ok, well I guess they double booked the room then.  We’ll have to share.”  Donny would have preferred a room of their own, but realistically, it would help them considerably to be able to see their opponent in action before the match.
 
   “Nice try, but there will be no sharing.  We have this room reserved, and you are going to leave.”
 
   Donny tried to think fast of something he could do, but he knew there was no options available to him that involved staying in the practice room.  I’ll have to go get the practice room manager, and prove that we have the room reserved.
 
   Donny left the room, with Sly walking slightly behind him the whole way out with a big smirk on his face.  I’ll wipe that smirk off your face soon enough.  Donny thought to himself.
 
   When he got to the professor’s office who served as the practice room manager, Donny was surprised to find that this was not just a game that Sly was playing on his own.
 
   “I’m sorry Donny, but I have you down as reserving practice room 17, not 14.”
 
   Strange, Donny thought, I was sure I had reserved 14.
 
   Walking back down to the practice rooms, he found room 17, all the way down the end of the hallway.  On the door was a sign that read ‘Under Construction: Out of Order’.  The windows were covered, and the door was locked.  Donny had walked down this hall just the day before, and none of the rooms were under construction.
 
   “I can’t be scheduled for room 17, it’s under construction,” Donny told the professor when he arrived back at the office.  
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have you down for room 17, and none of the other rooms are available.”
 
   “None?  How can 16 rooms be booked, when there are only 10 simulation games teams this year?  The teams aren’t allowed to book more than one room, and I thought the rooms were set aside for team practices during the games.”  Donny was struggling to keep his cool.
 
   “It is true that none of the other students can book the rooms during the games, but with the recent villain attack, the administration has decided to hold their own practices for faculty in those rooms.  They reserved seven of the rooms for faculty training, and the other nine are all reserved by simulation games teams.”
 
   “When I came to reserve a room, you told me room 14 was open, and I saw on the reservation sheet that it was.  I am being cheated out of a room.”
 
   The professor, who had seemed apologetic up until this point, now stood up.  “Are you accusing me of something boy?”
 
   Donny realized he needed to watch himself.  If he was not careful, he could lose more than his practice room.  “No sir, I am not accusing you.  I am just certain that I had signed up for room 14, and somebody, I’m sure not you but somebody, changed the sheet in order to take that room away from me.”
 
   “Whatever the case, I have to follow the sheet, and the sheet says you don’t have a room.  You’ll have to find somewhere else to practice.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   DONNY WAS FURIOUS.  His team needed to practice, but somehow the rooms ended up reserved by the administration, and his team was being left out.  Black, white, and gold teams, who had all been eliminated that day, somehow were being allowed to reserve rooms that night and the next day.  Donny went back to the practice rooms, but half the rooms were occupied, and the other half were locked.
 
   Donny walked down to the dining hall to get dinner and think.  Duke, having just finished his meeting, went over and joined Donny.  Donny quickly recounted to Duke all that had just happened.
 
   “That’s unacceptable.  We have to tell someone.”
 
   “Who could we tell Duke?  The administration are the ones who reserved all the rooms and blocked us out.”
 
   Duke thought for a moment, and then got an idea.  “I’ll be right back,” he said, and then ran out of the dining hall.  He returned a short while later with his friend who he had been dining with.
 
   “You said all nine of the other teams had a room reserved, which means the white team did as well.  Let’s use theirs,” Duke said.
 
   “Would that be alright?”  Donny asked the boy.
 
   “Are you kidding?  The brown team not only beat us, they rubbed it in our faces after the match.  We’d love to help you beat them if it’s possible.”
 
   They went down to the practice room manager’s office, and Donny and Duke waited outside as Duke’s friend went in to get the room key.  He came out after a short time, keyless.
 
   “He was skeptical at first, but being unable to find a reason to keep our reserved room from us, he said he’ll give us the key if the captain comes to get it.  I know where she’ll be, I’ll go get her.”
 
   “Great, Duke, you can go with your friend.  It’s getting close to practice time, so I’ll go wait in the practice room hallway to let the team know of the change of plans as they arrive.”
 
   Donny went back to the hall and waited, and his team quickly began arriving.  Not long after practice had been scheduled to start, Donny saw Duke round the corner, followed by his friend and the white team captain.  Donny could see the white team captain was torn over this, and did not like helping Donny, but she nevertheless handed Donny the key.  “I’m only doing this because I know you can’t win anyway,” she said before letting go of the key.  “I never wanted you to win, but I want Sly to win even less.  For that reason alone, I hope you win tomorrow.”
 
   “Thank you,” Donny replied, and before the words were fully out of his mouth she had turned around and was walking quickly away down the hall.
 
   Since the same room was reserved for the white team through the night and through the next day, Donny did not return the key when they were done that night, and they used the same room the following day.  The first thing Donny did was to name the players he had selected to face off in the first game.  He wished he could have used them all, but since they could only have a total of 21 students compete, he had to make a selection.  Donny had them run many situations, all based on the simulations they had run in practice, but now including the knowledge of whom their enemy would be.  They went over how they would work in each situation.  They went over how to stop a Hermes, and how to throw off a Prometheus.  The techniques were far from perfected, but at least there was a start.  Donny wished they could have had much more time to prepare, but soon enough he found that they had run out of time.  The game would be starting soon.
 
   When it was time for them to return the key, Donny had one of his players put on a white shirt before going to return the key.  Donny was afraid the professor would notice the scam, but when his player returned, Donny was informed that there were no problems.
 
   Donny allowed them all to go off and warm up in their own way, and told them to meet back at the arena in 20 minutes.  The game would start in 30.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY SECONDS UNTIL game time.
 
   Donny felt a little nauseous.  He desperately hoped his team was ready for this.  The other teams were fighting for glory, but Donny was fighting for something much more; for a chance to help his brother.
 
   30 seconds.
 
   He did not know how, but winning the games would help his informer to save his brother.  He needed to be able to do that.
 
   10 seconds.
 
   Donny’s hand was on the door’s handle, waiting for it to unlock.
 
   3…
 
   2…
 
   1…
 
   Click…
 
   Donny threw the door open and ran to the table containing the directions for the game.  He scanned the directions quickly, and then took a brief look around.  The set up was similar to that of a desert, except without wind or heat, making it more of a sandy plain.  There were also rock formations scattered all around.  The equipment they were given contained two metal detectors, six shovels, a length of rope, a pocket knife, and a map.  Donny glanced at the map, then cut off a length of rope, tied the map and game directions to a nearby rock, and handed it to Lenny.  “Lenny, do you think you can throw this onto the catwalk?”
 
   Lenny looked at the package, then up at the catwalk.  “Yes,” he responded.  
 
   While Lenny began throwing the rock up at the catwalk in the hopes of getting it to land up there, Donny turned to the rest of his team.  They were all waiting anxiously to know what they were supposed to do. 
 
   “Ok, all Prometheus, go out and find members of the other team.  Try to search their minds for a rock formation, and if possible a map image.  Do not trust anything from the minds of Sly, Glass, or Mirage; focus on the younger members.  Titans, go find a rock formation that looks like a big plus sign.  Guard that rock formation, and make sure the other team does not do any digging at or around that formation.  You four Hermes, go out in teams of two, one with a metal detector, and one without.  Check at each rock formation, and if you find something, look up at the ceiling to know where you are, and then come find me.  I will stay under the center north-south catwalk at all times, so run up and down that to find me.  The rest of the Hermes, go out and try to find their directions sheet and/or a map.  It will probably be held on one of them.  Also try to steal metal detectors and shovels.  If you can stop their searching, it would be a major advantage for us.”
 
   “What is our goal?”  It was Flash who asked.
 
   “Our goal is to win.  You have your assignments, now get to it.”
 
   Each group ran off in their designated direction.  Donny could tell they were not happy with his answer, but Donny could not help that.
 
   “You’re sending them out blind?”  Duke asked after the rest of the team had left.  
 
   “Sorry Duke, but I’m sending you out blind too.  This is a rare situation where it is better if you didn’t know what was going on.”
 
   Duke gave a skeptical look, but apparently decided to keep trusting Donny, as he soon ran off into the arena himself.
 
   Donny began to run down the center of the arena, making sure to stay under the center catwalk, but also scanning the area around him at the different rock formations.  He was searching for one in particular, but as he ran and ran, the formation he wanted to find would not show up.
 
   Before Donny could find what he was looking for, the brown team found him.  Like a flash, the Hermes popped out of nowhere and knocked Donny to the ground.  He looked up and saw one coming at him.  He got ready to try a Hermes disabling technique, but at the last moment the Hermes veered off to the right, and Donny felt his feet get swiped out from behind.  The Hermes he saw had been a distraction, and the other used the opportunity to grab Donny’s feet and quickly rap them up.  Before Donny could counter, his arms were tied to his sides as well, and he was helpless.  The Hermes pair called out, and a group of Prometheus quickly arrived, with Sly at their head.
 
   Sly came right up to Donny and brought his face down until they were an inch apart.  “You’re out of your league, little Napoleon.  Why don’t you just tell me where your orb is, and save yourself a lot of trouble?”
 
   Donny would not say anything.  This only seemed to make Sly smile even wider.  “Very well runt, I guess we’ll have to do this the fun way.”
 
   Sly signaled to the other Prometheus, and they formed a circle around Donny.  The two Hermes remained on either side to hold Donny in place, and the Prometheus all began probing Donny’s mind.  Donny had expected that he would need to fend off the intrusions of some Prometheus, but he had not expected to have so many going at him so early on.  It was not long before one of them called out with what he saw.
 
   “I got it!  It’s under a rock formation that looks like a plus sign.”
 
   Most of the Prometheus got ready to run off, but Sly stopped them, never moving his gaze from Donny’s.  “Wait, Glass and Mirage are both in Advanced Mind Distortion with this kid, and they both say he’s been doing well in there.  If we see that it’s under a plus sign, we can be sure that is one place where it certainly is not.”
 
   The Prometheus who had called out turned red in the face.  “Sly, I am not an idiot; I know the difference between a distortion and a legitimate read.”
 
   “Keep probing, all of you.  Go as deep as you can, then go further.  I want you to pull everything out of this kids head.  Once we’ve learned all this runts deep, dark secrets, then I’ll be satisfied with the rock formation we find in there.”
 
   Donny did his best to look calm, but he was dreading this whole situation.  Donny did not want them to see the real rock formation their orb was hidden under, but if they discovered the secrets he held in his mind, the results would be catastrophic.  There was more than a simulation game at stake here.  If they learned the truth about Jay, and about Donny’s secret informer, the school would surely find out about it.
 
   Donny struggled to bury his thoughts deep.  He could see them all focusing on him, staring him down.  Some began walking closer, trying to get a little more.  As hard as Donny tried, he began to feel his thoughts rising to the surface of his mind.  It was not the rock formation that was coming out, however, it was his memory that he had seen from the catwalk.  It was the burning message that had first told Donny that Jay was alive.  Donny felt sweat pouring down his face as panic began to set in.  I need to do something, or they will get it all, Donny thought.  He knew this thought would soon have been seen; soon there would be very little they could not see.  Donny closed his eyes tightly, and concentrated hard.
 
   Crash!!!
 
   Donny heard the screams of a few Prometheus, the most notable of which came from Sly.  He opened his eyes, and could see that a few of the Prometheus around Sly were on the ground, some of them rubbing their eyes.  The rest of the Prometheus circle were backing away, looking up at the ceiling.
 
   “WHAT THE HECK WAS THAT!!”  Sly exclaimed.
 
   “That was a warning,” Donny responded.
 
   “What the heck was what?”  One of the Hermes asked who was still holding Donny.  Neither of they were affected by what just took place.
 
   “The bolt of lightning!  Where did it come from?”  Sly exclaimed, looking frantically from the ceiling to Donny and back again.  
 
   Both the Hermes looked confused.  Donny heard the murmurs of the Prometheus around, as they began to speculate on the event.
 
   “He does have a power after all!”
 
   “He’s more powerful than even Jay was!”
 
   “Yeah, at least Jay was limited to the three known powers.”
 
   “He almost killed us!”
 
   Donny could feel that his thoughts were secure now.  None of the Prometheus dared to enter his mind, and even if they did, they had backed too far away from him now to get a deep reading.  A Hermes suddenly ran up next to Sly.
 
   “Sly, one of the other Prometheus got a reading from a passing Hermes.  The big Titan named Lenny apparently threw their papers up to the catwalk, so we won’t find the map down here.  Our Prometheus said the Hermes didn’t seem to know what was going on, except that there are a bunch of Titans guarding a rock formation that looks like a plus sign.”
 
   “Ok, good, that must be the real location.  Let’s go.  We need to dig there.  Everyone, let’s go!”  Sly was clearly still shaken up.
 
   “Everyone?  Should we come too?”  The Hermes asked who were holding Jay.
 
   “You?  Umm, it’s up to you.  I mean, no, hold him.  But be careful.  It’s not worth getting fried over!”  Sly ran off, giving one more incredulous look at Donny before he left.
 
   Donny was left alone with the two Hermes guards now.  Donny could see that the Hermes did not like being left here to guard Donny, not because they feared him, but because they did not believe he was that big a threat.  Donny was still smaller than most, and despite the ravings of the Prometheus group that just left, they had no evidence that he had any powers.  Soon, one of them broke the silence, speaking to the other Hermes over Donny’s head.
 
   “I don’t understand why we need two perfectly good Hermes to stand around and hold this kid,” one of them said angrily.
 
   “I know, I wish there was something around that we could tie him too.  We should have been given posts or something at the start that we could use for prisoners.  It doesn’t make much sense to give us rope but nothing to tie people up to.”
 
   Donny got an idea.  “You mean you guys didn’t get a table like we did?”  Donny said.  Then he did his best to pretend that he did not mean to say what he did.
 
   “That’s right!  We do have a table!  Let’s go tie him to that.  As long as he is tied down there, we don’t need to stand right by his side, as long as we are close by to make sure he isn’t rescued or anything.”
 
   The two Hermes carried Donny in the direction of their door.  Donny struggled with them in order to slow them down, and while he struggled he tried desperately to look around for his rock formation.  To his dismay, the table came into sight without his ever finding the formation he was looking for.  Surely I should have passed it long ago.  The map showed it near the center.  Donny was losing hope, when he was struck dumb by a sight a few feet in front of him.  The very first rock formation, the one closest to the brown team’s door, was the one he was looking for.  There it is, Donny thought, that’s the one our orb is being held under!
 
   The two Hermes tied Donny to their table, and began talking to each other casually.  Donny waited on the table patiently.  At least I’ll know when the brown team is getting close.  Donny thought.  
 
   Hours passed.  Donny was torn between his distress over his team not having set out to find him, and his relief over the brown team not having returned to claim the orb.  Donny had tried everything he could think of to get free of the table.  He studied the ropes calmly, in the hopes of finding some weakness in the knots, or some piece of him that was tied too loosely that he could wiggle free.  He found nothing, but still tried to quietly make his way out.  He tried countless movements, but nothing won him any ground.  
 
   Donny was in the process of retracing the ropes to see if he missed some weakness when he noticed a small group approaching.  They were still far off, and Donny could not twist his head to get a good view of them.  His two guards had not noticed either, for they were too far lost in their own conversation to be paying much attention to the game.  
 
   Whether it was Donny’s teammates or his foes, Donny could see just enough to know they were coming with a purpose.  Either the brown team has discovered the correct location, or my own team finally needs me.  Donny turned away from the approaching group.  If it was his own team, he would not want to bring attention to them by staring.  He would wait patiently.
 
   “Look out!”
 
   The cry of panic was like music to Donny’s ears.  He turned to look at what was happening, able to see perfectly now that the action had reached the guards to his right.  Two of his Hermes had arrived, and were engaging the Hermes from the brown team.  Their momentum, along with the brown Hermes pair having become too relaxed, gave the necessary advantage.  The brown members were knocked down, and once they were on the ground they could be held by one of the jade team Hermes while the other untied Donny.  Donny refused to wait until he was untied to ask questions.
 
   “Did you find something?”
 
   “Yes, our metal detectors picked something up.  It’s between…”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, leave me!  Go dig it up, and bring it here!”
 
   “These knots are tight…”
 
   “I said leave me!  Go! NOW!”
 
   The Hermes who had been untying Donny dashed off to the other, and with a quick ‘come on’ the two of them fled the area.  The two guards were left on the ground, which they made quick work of changing.  The two guards ran off as soon as they were up, and the only thing Donny heard them say before leaving was “they found it!  I hope we found ours first!”
 
   Donny laughed to himself once they were gone.  Nope, you haven’t found yours yet.  
 
   It was surprising how quickly his team made it back.  Out in front was Zahrah, holding a small metal orb.  Many others could be seen coming behind her.
 
   “What do I do with it?”  She asked hurriedly, while glancing behind her at the approaching crowd.
 
   “Who’s coming behind you?”  Donny asked, worried.
 
   “Both teams, once they saw us digging, they signaled to the rest of their team and the entire brown team set upon us.  I managed to break away, but the rest of our team is now trying to slow them down, although nobody knows why they’re doing it.”
 
   “Ok, get me untied.”
 
   Zahrah made quick work of the knots.  Donny was surprised how easily she got through them, especially after the other Hermes had so much difficulty.  By the time Donny swung himself off the table, many Hermes from both teams were now arriving.  
 
   “Give me that shovel!  Zahrah, you stay right with me, no matter what, and keep the orb with you,” Donny called out, first to one of his Hermes, then to Zahrah who looked distressed over not knowing what to do.
 
   Donny waited until both teams had fully arrived.  Then he began to call out.  “Quickly!  Everybody back towards our door!  It’s under the rock formation like a star!”  He made like he was leading the charge, but his foot was in the ropes, and so he never left the table.  “Go! Go! Go!”  Donny called to his team.  “Dig under the star rock formation!  We’re almost there!”
 
   The brown team seemed to listen to Donny better than his own team, as the charge towards the star shaped formation was led mostly by the opposing team.  Donny continued pretending to be stuck until there were only three left there; himself, Zahrah, and Lenny, who had started running off, but turned around to help Donny get his foot out of the ropes.
 
   “It’s ok Lenny; I was just pretending to be stuck.  Quickly, before they get wise.  Lenny, Dig as quickly as you can under that rock formation there, the one that looks like a Y.”
 
   Lenny took the shovel, and began digging frantically, dirt flying all over the place.  Donny wanted to tell him he could calm down, but he knew this would just confuse Lenny, since he just told him to dig quickly.  Lenny soon struck something metallic, and when the sand was moved away from it, there was a second orb buried under the sand.
 
   “Ok Zahrah, touch our orb to theirs.”  Donny was too excited to contain himself, and was partially in disbelief over what was about to happen.  Sure enough, the moment Zahrah’s orb made contact with the one in the sand, an alarm sounded, and a voice cried out.  “The game has ended; the Jade team has secured their globe and made contact.  Make your way back out the door from which you had entered.  Thank you for participating in this year’s simulation games!”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   DONNY, LENNY, AND Zahrah jogged back to where Donny had sent the two teams.  On their way they passed the brown team, as they moved back towards their own door.  Sly glared at Donny as he passed, but Donny could see there was still a hint of fear in his eyes.  When the three of them got close to the rest of the jade team, they could see that they were all dancing with joy around the star shaped rock formation.  The ground by the rock formation had taken a few hits with a shovel, but it was apparent that no actual digging had taken place.  Had the brown team been less able to stop his own team from digging, they might have discovered sooner that the spot was a fake.
 
   Duke walked out to join the three of them, walking next to Donny.
 
   “You have some explaining to do.”
 
   “Do I?”  Donny asked innocently.
 
   “Oh yeah.  Your team is torn between the joy of victory and the utter confusion of having no idea how it happened.”
 
   “I’m sorry for keeping everyone in the dark.  The point of the game was to withhold information from the other team, and I figured it would be much easier for one person to hide the information than the whole team.”
 
   “Well the game is over now, so can you tell me what we had inadvertently succeeded in doing?”
 
   “We were given a picture of a rock formation that our globe was under, as well as a map to where that rock formation is supposed to be.  Our goal was to find their globe, and bring it back to where ours is buried.  By touching their globe to ours, or if ours is already gone then to the metal stand underneath it, the game ends and we win.  If they found our globe first and made contact with their own, they would have won.”
 
   “But we never made contact, we never even started digging.”
 
   “Actually, the star shaped formation was a decoy.  I figured if our team believed it was under there, their team would as well.  They were in such a hurry to guard this formation that they didn’t think to keep anyone anywhere else.  The three of us went to the real location and made the necessary contact.”
 
   “Ok, I guess all that makes sense, but there is one more big question I have to ask you,”  Duke said, unable to keep a smirk off his face, “how do you explain the ranting of some of the brown members, claiming you were hiding a power all along?  One of them claimed to have been struck by lighting.”
 
   Donny had to smile back.  It was a lucky break, that he was able to deceive so many of them so easily.  “It’s a trick I learned from my Advanced Mind Distortion class.  We learned recently about the possibility of causing a burning sensation if we concentrated on getting burned while a Prometheus was in our heads.  With the whole class being on other teams, I decided to try and take the technique a step further.  I closed my eyes, and imagined the area around myself, with all the Prometheus around trying to pry into my mind.  Then I imagined a bolt of lightning striking between myself and Sly, and imagined that electricity was coursing through myself.  They were too deep into my mind to avoid it by that point.”
 
   “So there is no power after all?  They just think you can control lightning?”
 
   “No, there is no power.  Just an illusion I was lucky enough to conjure up.”
 
   “Too bad, it would have been a nice little trick to have in your back pocket.  These games would be much easier if you could just zap the enemies into submission.”
 
   The four of them reached the rest of the team, and joined the patting of backs and the congratulations.  Donny got on top of the star rock formation to get everyone’s attention.  Silence fell quickly.  Donny had planned to tell them there would be a practice later that night, but now that he was looking out at the crowd, he could see the damage that had been done.  Everyone was smiling, but everyone was hurt in some way as well.  In his rush at the end of the game, he had not noticed that Lenny had blood coming from his nose, and a cut across his forehead.  Zahrah’s right sleeve was torn, and she was clearly favoring the right arm.  Many were sitting, unable to remain on their feet.  There were cuts, bruises, sweat, and injuries all over.  Donny had missed a lot during his time in captivity, but in the end it was clear that he had made out better than the rest.  They had been fighting that entire time, without the satisfaction of knowing what they were fighting for.  And the brown team had not played nicely.
 
   “Congratulations to all of you,” Donny began, “you all did fantastically today.  I am sorry that I had to keep you in the dark during the game, but this game was…unusual.  It required information to be kept from the opponent, and I knew the first place they would look would be inside your heads.  But despite your blindness in the game, you all followed orders perfectly, and allowed us to get the job done as a team.  We were able to work as one body, each with their own job, and their own worth.  And we won!  We beat the brown team, a group that was so sure of their victory.  You have all earned a nights rest.  Go enjoy yourselves tonight, and we will resume practice tomorrow.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY AND DUKE made plans to meet for a late dinner that evening and discuss the situation of the games, as neither of them wanted a night off.  As they had hoped, the games for the day had ended by the time their meeting came.
 
   Donny had heard rumors that red team had beaten blue team the night before, but he was so focused on his own team’s preparation that he did not pay these rumors any mind.  Now Duke showed Donny a chart with the current standings, and the significance occurred to him.  “The red team beat the blue?”  Donny asked in surprise.
 
   “Yup, that means the number one seed has just been inherited by the yellow team, who we will be facing next Saturday.”
 
   It was a surprising upset.  Donny knew that his team had shaken the rankings by having his tenth ranked team beat the team holding the fourth rank, but the red team was ranked eighth, and they had beaten the blue team who had been ranked first.  
 
   Donny quickly learned that on the second day, other than their own match, orange team had also beaten grey team, and yellow team had quickly beaten the gold team.  This left four teams to compete the following weekend, with jade facing off against yellow, and orange and red facing off.  
 
   “We need to redistribute our research efforts, as many teams are no longer worth researching,” Duke reminded Donny.
 
   “Right, we’ll have each group whose team has been eliminated research the team that beat them.  So the research groups for black, grey, and orange will research orange, blue and red will research red, and white, brown, gold, and yellow will research yellow.”
 
   “Don’t you think we should put three groups on each team?”
 
   “No, the yellow team looks to be the most formidable, as well as the most immediate threat; I want as much information as possible on them right away.”
 
   Donny was a little distracted during their conversation by the glances he was getting.  He knew there were rumors going around about him, and that most of them were flagrantly untrue.  Some at least made sense given the situation, claiming that he had some sort of an electrical ability.  This rumor was false, but the brown team’s Prometheus members insisted that it was more than a mind distortion, that they were really attacked by a bolt of lightning.  Other rumors were more ridiculous, that he and his brother were actually government experiments, and that Donny was the more recent version.  It was apparently easier for students to believe he was some sort of robot lab test, than that the youngest student ever accepted into the school, and by far the youngest to lead a simulation games team, had just led his team to such a stunning upset.
 
   “Apparently the yellow team had beaten the gold team in less than an hour.  That means they must be a quick team, so we have to be ready for that.”
 
   Duke was all business, and Donny was glad to be pulled back to the subject at hand.  He could not allow himself to get preoccupied by what was going on around.  “You’re right Duke, with the speed they won their first match, they are probably focusing offensively, which means their weaknesses would likely be found in their defense.”
 
   “So should we focus on our offense to take advantage of their lack of defense, or focus on our defense to counter their strength of offense?”
 
   Donny did not like either of these situations.  They both left too much uncertainty in the game, and he could not afford to be uncertain.  Donny was happy with their victory, but he felt like it was too close; the brown team would have won quite quickly if they had started with their metal detectors, instead of focusing completely on their ability to pull the information out of Donny’s team.  It was only due to a mistake on the part of the brown team that we even had a chance at winning.  Donny thought to himself.  He could not help but get a little angry at the unfairness they had faced.  What were they thinking putting the orb right next to the enemy door?  And why did my map tell me that it was out in the middle of the arena?  It made no sense to Donny.  At first he had figured he misread the map somehow, but the more he thought about it the more certain he became that the map clearly showed their orb to be in the center of the arena.  
 
   “Duke, do you think the school wants us to lose?”  Donny asked quietly, leaning forward so Duke could hear him over the other noises from the dining hall.
 
   “Want us to lose?  Why would the school want us to lose?”
 
   Donny had many possible reasons in mind, but none that he could share with Duke.  He would have to avoid reasons and stick to the facts.  “We started our search for their orb by sending out pairs of Hermes with metal detectors to check at each rock formation.  They started with the ones closest to our door, since they were not out of the way at all, and moved out from there.  If the brown team had done the same, they would have found our orb under the very first rock formation they checked.  Why would the school put it under the very first spot?”
 
   “Well they had to put it somewhere.  If they considered it unfair to put it in the closest formation to the door, then that formation could just as well have not been there at all.  Then the next formation would have become the closest, in which case it would have been unfair to put it under that one.  Theoretically you could continue this all the way to the opposite door, and make it unfair to put it under any of the rock formations.”
 
   “I think that’s a bit of a stretch, but I see your point.  I guess I just feel like the location advantage was skewed considerably in their advantage.”
 
   “Yeah, by our method it would have been, but they might think the same thing about our location.  They clearly didn’t think the orb could be in the very first spot, or they would have tried there.  In a way, the location gave us the advantage, because it fooled them.”
 
   Donny could see that, despite his belief in a flagrant disadvantage that his team was given, Duke was right that it ended up giving them an advantage.  Donny decided to drop that issue.  “There is something else Duke.  The map that I was given that was supposed to tell me where our orb was located said that it was in the center of the arena.  It clearly was not.”
 
   Duke scrunched up his face in thought, then after a moment shrugged.  “You must have read the map wrong Donny.  The school has never made a mistake in their set up of the games before.”
 
   Although Donny could see he had not convinced Duke of a conspiracy against their team, he had still heard enough to be convinced he was right.  The school has never made a mistake in their set up of the games.
 
   “Duke, I think I need to do a little more research before next week’s game.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY WAS SURPRISED to see so many people in the computer room.  The last time he had gone it was completely empty, but then again, the last time he had gone was in the middle of the night, when everyone else would have been asleep.  He found an open computer, and began cycling through past battles once more.
 
   That game was designed perfectly for the brown team.  I just need to find the situation that would be perfect for the yellow team, and I’ll know what we’ll face.  Donny figured, as he poured through the databases.  He found the battle which must have been the design for their last simulation game.  Good, they are still sticking with their old games.
 
   Donny remembered speaking a while back with the group set to research the yellow team.  Their best area of expertise was clear.  Their captain was a Prometheus nicknamed Hunter, due to his joy of sharpshooting.  He was a firm believer that people who could shoot were necessary to war, despite the fact that guns had not been used by either the heroes or the villains for quite some time, with very few exceptions.  Nevertheless, many of the yellow team members were also in sharpshooter classes, and it was well known that Hunter would have his team play paintball for at least one practice each week.
 
   With this in mind, Donny made a mental note of the battles which would best suit a team of sharpshooters.  There were many of them.  He narrowed the list first by removing those games which he heard had been done in the past few years, then with the realization that the school would not pick a game they knew Donny was ready for, he narrowed out all the situations that he already had his team run during a practice.  Twelve battles remained.  
 
   Just to make sure he would not be discovered if they were watching him, he went back to an irrelevant battle, and stared at the screen for a while, as if studying that battle intently.  His thoughts, however, were in those other twelve battles, planning on how he could win each of them.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
    CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   “I AM BEGINNING to wonder if you two are really aligned with those brothers, and are just here to sabotage this school.”
 
   “No sir, we are not…”
 
   “Relax soldier, I realize it is merely incompetence.”
 
   “Sir, the brown team…”
 
   “The brown team lost.  Yes, I know they got cocky, and I am perfectly aware that they ignored the metal detectors.  It is clear that their aim was to humiliate the other team, and that goal came at the cost of the game.  The loss is not the problem.  It is a problem, but not the problem.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “The big problem here is how flagrantly you had cheated.”
 
   “Our apologies sir, we misunderstood our orders.  We thought manipulating the game was desired.”
 
   “You misunderstand once again.  I have no quarrels with the cheating.  This is a war; to cheat is to gain the advantage.  I have a problem with how obvious your cheating had been.  Giving the Jade team an incorrect map is not something we can claim ignorance of.”
 
   “He threw the map away though sir, and we retrieved it.  The evidence is back with us, there is no longer any proof.”
 
   “I am not afraid of proof, I can handle proof.  The issue is that the boy was practically told straight out that he is being conspired against, and the fact that he never came forward to inform the school of the mistake is evidence the he got that message.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “We were forced to get rid of Jay because he got wise to our situation, and his strength was something others would follow.  There is a good chance Donny has figured us out as well, and I do not want to see people lining up to follow his intelligence.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I KNOW WHAT our next simulation is going to be.”
 
   It was nearing time for their first practice of the week.  Donny had found someone from his team who had been on the group originally designated to study the yellow team, and asked them where Hunter had originally been from.  Learning that he grew up in the mountains of Norway was all Donny needed to narrow his simulation list down to one.  He had waited by the door of the main school building for Duke to arrive, and was now walking with him towards the arena.
 
   “How could you know what the simulation will be?  They don’t announce that information.”
 
   Donny could not tell Duke the truth, because Duke had no reason to believe the school was against them.  He had to stretch the truth.  “I figured out how they were choosing the games.”
 
   “Really?  I always thought it was done randomly, like drawn from a hat or something.  Actually, I think I remember them telling us it was random.”
 
   “It’s not completely random, a few factors are taken into effect, and in this case, those factors are enough to narrow it down to one situation.”
 
   Duke nodded slowly.  Then with a look of resignation, he decided to accept it.  “Alright, if you are so sure that it will be the situation you think it will, I guess we can plan for such.  So what is the situation?”
 
   “It will be based on the battle for Kebnekaise.”
 
   “Hmmm, not sure I recall that one.  Was it one of the earlier battles?”
 
   “Yes it was.  It was a shootout that took place on the mountain Kebnekaise, in Sweden.  I don’t know what the situation will entail completely, but it will involve some sharp shooting, and the terrain will be snowy and mountainous if they can make the arena as such.”
 
   “They can.  They are able to do a lot with the arena for these games.  That’s certainly not good for us though, as the yellow team has many sharpshooters on their team.  They will have the advantage in that area.  We might have the advantage in the snow though, since we can be ready for it.  We’ll just have to tell the team to be ready for this.”
 
   “Actually, I’d rather we remain the only two that know ahead of time.  I don’t want the school changing the situation due to our having figured it out.  I intend to keep this advantage, and use it.”
 
   “But what good is this information if we aren’t using it ahead of time to get ready?”  Duke had stopped walking and was looking at Donny with genuine curiosity.  He was right; it does no good at all if they are not able to do something with the information.
 
   “I suppose we’ll have to get them ready, without letting them know what we’re getting them ready for.”  They were now arriving at the arena, where a few of their players were already waiting, so the conversation was forced to end.  Donny nodded in greeting to his players, and then left Duke to make small talk with them while he walked right by, and did not stop until he reached the supply room.  He gathered as many paintball guns as he could carry, and finding the temperature controls for the arena, turned it down a few degrees.  
 
   Once the rest of the team arrived, Donny led them into the arena to begin.  “This practice will be fairly simple.  The yellow team has been doing substantial practice on their shooting ability, and I want us to be ready just in case we need to do any shooting.  Today we will start with a little target practice, then we will split up and do a paintball match.”
 
   Donny set the team up in lines, and pointed out spots on the wall for them to shoot at.  He gave different color paintballs to each person in each line, so it could be distinguished who was hitting near the target, and who was far off.  They next moved on to moving targets, where a few students would go out and run around a certain area, and others would fire at them.  Donny was disappointed at how few were able to hit the moving targets, but there was positive information to be gained here as well.  It was clearly more difficult to hit a target that was weaving back and forth.
 
   When it came time to play a match, Donny decided to mix it up a little.  He split the team into six groups instead of two, and told them that the last team standing would win.  As usual, Donny and Duke went up onto the catwalk to get a bird’s eye view of the proceedings.  The match began as a free for all, with each team shooting at anyone who came near.  One team had the strategy of running off and hiding, waiting for the other groups to whittle each other down.  Donny was relieved when he saw that strategy was beginning to form, and fewer shots began to correspond with more successful hits.  Two teams called a truce, and began to take the advantage over the rest.  Three others formed up to combat those two, and it quickly became a two way battle, with the hiding team still remaining on the sidelines.  The two who had aligned early had picked off too many of the others for them to respond with sufficient force, and the two way alliance was able to hold the upper hand.  As the last member from the three-way alliance was hit, the shooter found himself receiving a paintball in his back.  The alliance had been broken, and the two teams were firing quickly at each other.  As their numbers got low, the hiding team stepped out, and with a few quick shots, finished off the former alliance.  Donny and Duke made their way back down to talk about what had just taken place.
 
   “Ok, what did we learn from this?”  Donny asked.  He had seen many things to note, but he wanted to know what they saw first.
 
   “Hiding is a good strategy,” one of the members of the hiding team declared with pride.
 
   “I hope that’s not what you learned,” Donny responded.  “Instead, I think it would be better to say that hiding can be a good strategy in the right situation.  If your enemies are fighting amongst themselves, then yes, waiting for them to beat each other is a fantastic strategy.  I think it would always be better to beat your enemies without fighting if that’s a possibility.  What else?”
 
   “The alliances worked well,” supplied a girl from the two way alliance.
 
   “Mostly,” added the boy who had been the first betrayed with a paintball to the back.
 
   “I agree; I feel like the alliance gave a solid advantage.  The timing also played a role, as the two team alliance was able to hold the advantage even after the other three formed together, since they were too slow in forming.”
 
   “I think it’s also good to note that it’s worth taking the time to aim.  Firing rapidly at a moving target doesn’t seem to work as well as taking a moment and hitting them with your first or second shot.  And less reloads are needed with this method too.”
 
   Donny had not noticed this, but it made sense, and when he remembered what he had seen, he did recall seeing more success come from those who paused before each shot.  “Good, I think that’s a great observation.  Now let’s try something new.”
 
   Donny kept the same teams, but this time he paired them up to face each other.  In this way, each team had one team who they were facing, and the rest of the teams could be ignored.
 
   This match began slower than the previous one, as the teams were beginning to plan and try out different methods of attack.  The match remained as three individual battles, until the boy who had been betrayed in the previous match caught sight of the one who had betrayed him.  Despite being in two different pairings, he could not resist a little payback.  In this way, two new teams began to fire at each other.  The grudge match ended with large losses to each team.  The match split off into three games again, but then alliances began to form once more, and surprise attacks began to take place, where teams would find themselves under fire by a group that should have nothing to do with them, unaware that the team attacking them had become allies with their foe.  When the match ended, Donny found it interesting that the three who had come out on top the previous time were the three who had been beaten first.
 
   “Interesting match, but one quick question that I must ask; who won the matchup between groups five and six?”  Donny asked as he reached the groups.
 
   “We did, team five,” responded one student, who had a big yellow paint spot on his arm.
 
   “Where are your survivors?”
 
   “Well, we don’t have any survivors any more, but team six was beaten first.  We lost the rest during an unrelated battle.”
 
   Donny found it humorous how it was being referred to as an ‘unrelated battle’, but he kept his expression serious.  “Your battle was over, but the match continued.  If neither team survives, then neither team wins.”
 
   Donny could see they were not happy with this idea, but he needed them to remember the point of their situation.  They need to remember the end goal when they are in the games, and so he has to keep them focused now.
 
   “Another thing that I have to bring attention to is which two groups were eliminated first.  They’re the same two groups who got into a grudge match.  This is not a coincidence.  There should have only been one team to fight, but you each elected to give yourselves two, leaving each of you with a huge disadvantage.  As for positive elements from the match, everyone seems to be getting better with their aim, and the alliances once again proved a valuable plan.”
 
   Donny and Duke ran a few more situations, now splitting the team into two groups, and facing them off against each other, in order to better resemble a real match.  After several hours, Donny realized his team did not have the endurance he had.  Donny wanted to go all night, because every match showed him something new, but he realized his teams were getting tired, and he could not afford for them to hurt themselves.  He called them in for one last piece of information.
 
   “Ok, great practice today team.  One last thing before we go.  Whenever you all talk about this practice, or say anything about each other’s sharpshooting ability, I want it understood that everything said has the opposite meaning.  Therefore, if you think someone was particularly good, I want you to say they stunk, and if you think someone needs a lot of work, praise them as one of the better on the team.  Also, I don’t want any of you talking directly to another team member about how each other did.  I don’t want any of you walking up to each other and telling each other they did terrible jobs at practice.  Only discuss other team members.  Let’s have an example.  Duke, how would you say Flash did today?”
 
   “Well, I’d say her aim was one of the worst on the team, and she was clearly easy to hit.”
 
   The team began to chuckle at this, and Flash crossed her arms in mock anger.  “Well we all know you are the worst one here, Duke.  Honestly, you’re probably as likely to shoot yourself than anyone else.”  Smiles and low laughs were circling all over now.
 
   “Good, except remember not to direct your comments directly at someone,” Donny reminded her.
 
   “Oh right, sorry.  Hey Lenny, don’t you think Duke is a terrible shot?”
 
   Lenny nodded feverishly as he laughed.  Donny laughed along with his team, and then dismissed them until practice the next day.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY AND DUKE waited for the rest of the team to leave.  As soon as the last players walked out of the arena and the door shut behind them, Duke opened the conversation.  “They still have the advantage Donny.  Even if you are correct about the situation, and they had no idea, we are still far lacking in firepower.  If we played the game tonight, it would be a massacre.”
 
   “Even if we trained openly for the exact situation we will be facing, Saturday’s match would be a massacre.  We can’t teach them to shoot well enough in a single week.”
 
   Duke seemed almost surprised by Donny’s remark.  “You know kid, with most people, hearing them make a statement like that I would assume they had given up.  But somehow from you it makes me wonder if you have something up your sleeves.”
 
   “Not yet,” Donny replied.  “But I know this; we need to win the match before Saturday, or we won’t be able to win at all.”
 
   “Before Saturday?  How can we win before the match even starts?”
 
   “This is where the ‘not yet’ comes in.  I haven’t quite figured that part out yet.”  Donny could tell that Duke was confused by this remark, but that could not be helped.  “Tell me Duke, how can we win before the match even starts?”
 
   Donny knew Duke could not seriously give an answer to this question.  His hope was not for a correct answer, but just some comment to help them think of a plan together.  If they kept talking, kept thinking out loud, there was a chance that one thought could trigger a plan.
 
   Duke did not answer for a while, but finally in his frustration he let his thoughts out.  “I’m sorry Donny, but it can’t be done.  It’s not possible to beat a team that you aren’t facing, and we won’t face them until Saturday.  Short of sabotage, I don’t know what we can really do, and I know you don’t want to injure any of their players.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to injure anyone, but there has to be another way to sabotage them without doing anything dirty.”
 
   “We can’t injure them, or kidnap any players.  We can’t trick them into coming at the wrong time, or pull their strategy out of their heads.  Reading their minds isn’t against the rules, but the only one who would know their plans ahead of time would be Hunter, and he is trained well enough to keep his thoughts hidden.”
 
   Donny felt something click in his head.  “Maybe the key is not to take thoughts out of their heads, but to put thoughts into them.”
 
   “What do you mean?  You know that isn’t in a Prometheus’s power.”
 
   “No, but it might be in mine.  Let’s go take a look in the supply closet, I have a loose plan, but I need to know what supplies I have to work with in order to solidify it.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   TUESDAY’S PRACTICE WAS not what the team was expecting.  Donny and Duke met the team outside of the arena, with big smiles spread across their faces.  As usual, Donny waited for the whole team to arrive before beginning.
 
   “Alright team, today’s practice will be a little different.  Instead of working on specific skills, we are going to have a little fun.  Inside, Duke and I have set up an obstacle course.  When we go inside, I will review these directions, as if telling you them for the first time, except I will talk as if these are real exercises.  Then you will line up, and run from station to station.  At the first, you will pick up a small rock, and throw it at a disk which I will throw into the air.  If you miss and the disk still breaks, don’t be surprised.  After throwing the rock, you will run to the second station, where you will fire at a set of targets.  Fire at them as fast as you can, in this case aim is not important, as you will be firing blanks.  Again, if you see a burst of paint hit the targets, do not act surprised.  Also, it is very important that you fire at the targets from left to right.  Do not forget that!”
 
   Donny looked out at his team.  Some were smiling, some were merely looking around at each other.  One decided to speak.  “Napoleon, I don’t mean to question your practice that you clearly spent a lot of time planning and setting up, but…what’s the point in pretending to hit targets?  How will that help us?”
 
   Duke stepped forward to take the question.  “Our practice today is going to be watched by someone who should not be watching.  We want to make sure the wrong message makes it back.  But please, do not look around to find the watcher, I guarantee you will not see them.”
 
   Those who had been smiling smiled wider at this thought, and those who had been looking around looked around all the more.  Donny could see most seemed satisfied with this answer, so he would leave it at that.  “Any further questions?”  Donny asked.
 
   With no questions posed, Donny nodded, and the group entered the arena.  He led them over towards where the two stations were set up, and began to recount his directions with a serious vigor, but this time he acted like the activities were real.  He instructed them to hit the disks with the rocks as quickly as they could, then to hit the targets in succession.  After his instructions, he walked over to the pile of disks, and Duke went over to stand by the targets.  On Donny’s signal, the first person ran over to the pile of small rocks, and threw one at the disk Donny threw into the air.  The rock barely missed, but the disk still broke in the air and fell to the ground.  The thrower then ran to where Duke waited, took the paintball gun off of its stand, and began firing at the targets from left to right.  After each shot, a paint ball could be seen hitting the center of each target.  The next person ran to Donny’s station, picked up a small rock, and threw it in the direction of the disk.  The disk broke despite another close miss, and after running to the target station, five shots once again saw five paintballs hit the center of the targets.  This continued until the whole team had taken their turns.
 
   After the activity had ended, Donny told the group to run three laps around the outside of the arena, except the Hermes, who were to run ten.  They dashed off, and Donny found it funny to see that they ran off in lines, as if part of a strict military regimen.  He could see that they wanted to give a strong impression just as much as he did.  As they ran, Donny and Duke conversed, and looked over papers that resembled maps.  Once the laps were finished, Donny gave them instructions to go lift weights and keep active on their own for the rest of practice, but that he would need the arena for his own activities.  Duke led them out of the arena, leaving Donny behind.  Duke dismissed the team, telling them not to talk about the practice at all, not even to each other, and that they would meet up again in an hour for a more official practice.  Duke then circled back to the storage room, and climbed the stairs to the catwalk.
 
   When Donny and Duke finished, they made their way back to the school with their finished project; a video of their practice, complete with scenes of Donny doing amazing feats after the rest of the team left.  They watched the footage to make sure it all came out correctly, and were pleased at how realistic it looked.  The disks, which were already broken and held together by magnets, pulled apart right as the new magnet disguised as a rock passed by and disrupted the connection.  The target shooting looked great as well, and the paintballs were too small to be able to see that the shots were actually coming from the gun stand.  The gun stand had five small paintball shooters inside, invisible from the angle of the camera, which were preset to be aimed at each of the five targets.  They were controlled by a remote, which Duke himself would trigger, being sure to keep it out of view.
 
   The video continued, and they saw the results of their second part.  After the rest of the team left, Donny was seen alone in the arena.  After a few moments of him wandering around in thought, he walked over to a big boulder which was sitting in view behind the two stations.  He walked around behind it, where they had connected a small stool for him to stand which was hidden by the rock from the camera, and stepping onto the stool grabbed hold of the top of the rock and began straining as if trying to lift it.  The rock could be seen lifting off the ground, with the appearance of Donny flying up with the huge rock in his arms.  They were relieved that the strong thin wire that they had found and attached to the rock were not visible by the camera.  
 
   “Even with the pulleys, that thing was hard to lift,” Duke told Donny with a chuckle.  
 
   They watched as the boulder could be seen lifting a few feet, then Donny loosened his strained look and the boulder went back down to the ground.  This was repeated a few times, to give the impression of a strange form of lifting weights.  After this, Donny could be seen moving back around to the front of the boulder.  He looked at it for a while, then turned his head to look at the targets.  In an instant Donny disappeared from his spot by the boulder, and appeared next to the targets.  After a quick inspection, he looked over at the rock again, and suddenly disappeared and reappeared at the rock again.  With a nod, the Donny in the video turned toward the door, and vanished.  The video showed an empty room for a few moments, then cut out.
 
   “Wow, that really did look like I was teleporting,” Donny said in admiration.
 
   “It did, but the time stamp will clearly show that we were just shutting off the camera and turning it back on when you reached the destination.  I think they’ll be able to see through that trick.”
 
   “Don’t worry Duke, I’m pretty good with computers.  I can edit the timestamp so that it flows.  All we have to worry about now is finding someone who isn’t on our team that is willing to deliver this video to Hunter.”
 
   “You worry about editing the timestamp, and I’ll worry about finding someone to make the delivery.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DUKE DID FIND someone to make the delivery, and the results looked promising.  Hunter apparently took the video immediately into a small media room that bordered the computer lab to watch it, and upon his reemergence began calling his team together for an immediate practice.
 
   Donny’s hopes were reconfirmed when he happened to pass Hunter in the hall later that day.  Being smaller and quieter than many of the other students, Donny usually noticed others before they noticed him.  In this case Donny was happy for this, because it allowed him to see the startled look that passed over Hunter’s face the moment he noticed Donny.  Donny pretended not to notice, but it was clear that Hunter was torn between the desire to keep an eye on Donny, and the desire to keep away.
 
   With this encounter fresh in Donny’s mind, he arrived at practice with a smile.  There would be no fake filming today, but rather a serious practice where Donny worked with the team on keeping low, and how to quickly duck and cover.  They learned that they should spread their forces when being attacked from a distance in order to leave more space for the enemy to miss, and to keep their forces close together when being attacked at close range in order to limit the angles from which the enemy could attack.
 
   Each practice that week Donny turned the arena temperature down further, in order to get his troops used to the cold.  When someone would ask Donny if it were possible to turn the air conditioning off, Donny would tell them he already looked into the situation, and unfortunately there was nothing to be done.  For their last weekly practice that Friday, Donny stopped by the arena two hours early, and turned the air on full blast.  By the time his team arrived for practice, the temperature was bordering on freezing, and still decreasing.  Many of his team had figured out that the arena would be colder that week than the rest of the school, and had come prepared with thicker clothes.  A few did not, and had a much more difficult day of practice.
 
   When that practice had ended, Donny brought them together to give them a few last instructions.  He figured he could be a little less discrete now, as he did not feel like the school would change the game the night before, but he still did not want to disclose everything, as it would be far too difficult to explain, and the school could still make a last minute switch if they decided it were necessary.
 
   “Ok, tomorrow’s match is going to be a difficult one, but I am confident we can win it.  The yellow team is a solid team, so we’ll need to work quickly to catch them off guard, and trick them into revealing their weaknesses.  When you are with me, I want you all to act on my commands quickly and without question.  If you find yourself in a smaller group, the same needs to be done for whoever is in charge of that group.  You are all smart, and I have seen that individually you can all think on your feet, so if for any reason you find yourself separated from a group, do whatever you need to do for us to win.  Tomorrow will not be a secret match.  This time, I plan to actually tell you what’s going on during the match.”
 
   Many laughed at this, remembering their last match.  Donny was glad they did not show any discontent over the way Donny had them play a week ago.
 
   “Before you are dismissed, there are a few things for you all to do before the game tomorrow.  First thing, dress warmly.  As you can see there is something wrong with the air conditioning in the arena, and I find it unlikely that they will be able to fix it before our match.”
 
   Donny hated to lie to his team, and hated even more that it came so naturally.  Still, the truth was far more dangerous for them to hear at this point.
 
   “Second, Dress all in white.  If you don’t have white clothing, find someone who does, or turn pieces of clothing inside out if the inside is white.”
 
   “Why do you want us dressing all in white?”  One of the team members asked.
 
   Donny was hoping they would just follow this order without question, as he could not think immediately of a good reason for this request.  The truth was because he felt confident that they would be competing in snow, and he wished for them to be camouflaged, but this would inevitably lead to a question regarding why he thought they would be competing in snow.  Donny decided to answer ambiguously, and move on before too many questions could come up.
 
   “We’ll dress in white for the intimidation factor.  The third point is to get lots of rest, and be at the arena door half an hour before our match is scheduled to begin.  I plan to have a loose plan of action ready before we begin for us to adapt once we are inside, and I want time to go over it with everyone.”
 
   There were no questions to go along with this last request, so Donny went over who he would be using for the match the next day, then dismissed the group for the night.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY HAD A difficult time getting to sleep that night.  He felt like his team had a good chance of winning their game the next day, but somehow this made him feel worse.  Maybe I’m wrong, maybe the situation I have been preparing our team for will not take place.  Donny could not keep his paranoia at bay.  We stand a chance because we have strategy and are prepared, but our shooters are far inferior.  What if the game is just a little off, and it is still a shootout, but not the one I’m thinking?  Could I have missed something?
 
   His mind raced through alternative situations, and he tried as best he could to keep up with the questions.  Sometimes he would think of a solution, but most of the time the doubt would expand on itself into something worse.
 
   When he was finally able to get himself to sleep, his dreams were even worse than his fears.  He dreamt that he were waking up, and had overslept, and missed the whole event.  He dreamt that the shootout was what he had expected, except instead of paintballs they were using real bullets, and his team was losing.  Then the dreams began to drift from the games, and he began to see his brother, in many hopeless situations.  First he saw him on an inspection table, where he was strapped down tight, and the professors were running tests on him.  Then he saw Jay being tortured, in dozens of horrible ways.  They were being administered by Captain Williams, who kept repeating a single line. “I have no power for you to take.  You are powerless against me.”
 
   Finally the dreams drifted from Jay, but they got no better.  Donny could see Michael, lost in the desert, still searching for Jay.  Donny tried to call out to Michael; tried to tell him Jay was not out there.  Then he realized he too was lost in the desert, searching for Michael, wondering if Michael too might not be out there at all.
 
   Donny awoke in a cold sweat the next morning.  For a moment he was worried that he really had overslept, as he felt like that night had lasted days.  To his surprise and relief, it was still 4:30 in the morning.  Despite the time, Donny could see that the light was on in the room, and many of the first year Titans were already sitting up in bed.  
 
   “…that’s not possible sir, he has been right here the whole night.  I’m sure many of us could be witnesses to it as well, as he has been tossing and turning all night.”
 
   Donny realized the words had come from his resident leader, who was talking to someone from the school’s administration at the door.  For a brief moment Donny wondered if they were talking about him, but his question was quickly answered when they noticed he was up and asked him to come over.
 
   “Donny, may I have a word with you?”
 
   He wanted to say no, but as usual, he knew turning down a request from the administration would only give them something to use against him, so he accepted.  They left the room, and as soon as they stepped out into the hall Donny noticed Duke standing awkwardly just outside the door.  
 
   “Is everything alright?”  Donny asked Duke, ignoring the administrator who walked ahead a few steps before noticing that Donny had stopped.
 
   “It’s fine now Donny, don’t worry.  Go on, we can talk later.”  Duke was clearly a little angry about something, but Donny was relieved at least that he was not frightened or nervous.  Anger means whatever had happened was finished, fear would have meant it’s still a threat.
 
   With a nod to Duke, Donny continued on with his guide, until he arrived at the last place he wanted to go; Captain William’s office.
 
   “Come in Donny.”  The voice came through the door to meet him, calm and businesslike.  Donny could not imagine a tone he would despise more; he wished the voice could have been raspy, or snakelike, so at least then it would fit the leader of the real villains.
 
   Donny went in and took a seat once more, taking care to block his thoughts from anyone who may be listening in on this conversation, as well as his expressions.
 
   “Donny, can you think of anyone who would want to hurt you?  Maybe an older or bigger student?”
 
   “No sir,” Donny replied, surprised to hear this question come from the mouth of the person he felt most likely to do just that.  “Why do you ask?  I have heard nothing about what’s going on here.”
 
   “Donny, we think somebody tried to make an attempt on your life last night.  They started by drugging the drinks of the professors who would be at the school tonight, in order to put them to sleep.  I detected something was amiss and warned as many as I could, but there are those who drank before word could reach them.”
 
   “Will they be alright?”  Donny asked, genuinely concerned.  Whether they were part of the conspiracy or not, they were people, and Donny had grown fond of a few of his professors.
 
   “Don’t worry, the drugs were non-lethal.  They were clearly placed to get us out of the way for something, not to harm us directly.”
 
   “And you think you were being taken out of the way so they could get to me?”  Donny found it hard to believe.  The only people Donny thought would be coming after him would have been from the school, not trying to get around them.
 
   “We have good reason to believe they were coming after you.  Duke had apparently heard talk from members of the yellow team who said once you were out of the way the game would be an easy win.  Afraid that they were planning to come after you, he hid near your door to wait.  Someone did come after you, and when Duke stepped out to confront them, they fled.”
 
   “It was someone from the yellow team?”
 
   “No, we spoke to those who Duke overheard, and they said they meant within the game.  Apparently they think you the only threat on your team.  Duke also corroborated that the man was not a member of the yellow team.”
 
   Donny’s mind was racing, as he poured over anyone who could possibly want to do him harm.  If it’s not someone from the yellow team…could one of the other teams be trying to take us out early?  No, that can’t be it, it’s too much of a risk for them at this point, where they don’t even know if they will advance to face us.  Could Captain Williams be playing with me?  Could it be the school, and he is just pretending not to know?
 
   The silence Donny kept while he was in thought was enough of a response for Captain Williams.  “Donny, the school thinks it would be safest if you would return home until we are able to clear this situation up.”
 
   For a brief moment dread fell over Donny.  He looked up at Captain Williams, but the look in his eyes helped to calm Donny.  He did not see concern, or even an attempt to assert authority, but instead he saw that this was being put forth as a challenge.  I accept.  Donny thought for a moment, being careful to word his response correctly.  “I appreciate the concern, but I feel like that would not be the best course of action sir.”
 
   “No?”  Captain Williams egged him on.
 
   “You asked if there were anyone who would want to harm me, and I can only think of two groups of people.  One is the yellow team, and the other is the villains.”
 
   Captain Williams looked calmly back at Donny.  Am I being too bold?  Donny wondered.  No, I will get nowhere if I back down now.  He set the challenge with his threat of sending me home, now it is my turn to return the challenge by bringing up the villains.
 
   Captain Williams leaned forward over his desk.  He, too, was accepting the challenge.  “Why would they want to hurt you Donny?”
 
   “The yellow team would want to harm me because of who I am, and the villains would want to harm me because of who they are.”
 
   Captain Williams smiled thinly.  “Is that a fact.  Tell me Donny, who are the villains?”
 
   The bait was set, but Donny would not bite.  You can’t get me that easily.  “The villains are the ones we are here to prepare for.  There is a war going on, and merely being at this school means I have sided with the heroes.  The villains are the other side of the fight, and the fact that they attacked the school means they are getting more bold.  A time of change is coming, and I think it will not be long until the villains either rise and become unstoppable, or fall for good.”
 
   “Interesting theory.  But you still have not answered my previous question.  Why would the villains want to hurt you.”
 
   “Maybe because they saw what my brother could do, and are afraid.  Maybe because I am one of the few at this school that is unpredictable.  Or maybe they were not coming for me at all, I do share a room with many other students who are bigger and stronger than I am.  Maybe they were coming for one of them.”
 
   “Nevertheless, someone tried to get into your room last night, and if you think it possible that the villains would wish to come after you, then there is really no other option than to send you home.”
 
   “There are always other options.  You could use me as bait.”
 
   “We do not use our students as bait.”
 
   “No, but you used my brother to fight.”  This caught Captain Williams’ attention, and Donny could not decide if it were a good thing or not.  “If the stories are true, then my brother was a key player in fending them off.”
 
   “The stories are true Donny.”
 
   “Then my brother is truly a hero.”
 
   The conversation was over.  To anyone who might have heard the conversation it would have sounded like Donny had been the victor, but they both knew better.  Captain Williams leaned back in his chair while Donny’s stomach sank.
 
   “You have convinced me Donny.  Sending you home would be impractical.  It would be much safer to keep you here where you can be protected.  Good luck in the remainder of the games.”
 
   Donny said nothing.  He rose from the chair, and without a word he turned and walked out of the office.  He struggled to keep the tears away as the word that had betrayed him played repeatedly in his mind.  There was no doubt now, Captain Williams knew where Donny stood.  Despite all the blocks and deception Donny had been using to keep his secrets to himself, they had spilled over to one with no more power than himself.  Captain Williams now knows that Donny is not innocent in all of this.  Donny had been revealed from the slip of a single word.
 
   “is”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   DONNY GOT NO more sleep that night.  For the first time since he arrived at the Academy, Donny truly felt like he had been beaten.  He had been bested before, such as in defensive tactics when they were running exercises, but each time it was just a practice, and Donny was soon able to master the technique and turn out the better for it.  This time he had been made the fool of, and this time it was serious.
 
   Donny almost wanted to remain in bed and forget about the simulation games completely, but he knew this would truly be a failure.  The only way he can be beaten fully is if he gives up, and he knew he could not hand the whole war over to Captain Williams.  The secret messenger that Donny had been contacted by had told him to win the games, and he would do his best to hold up his end of the plan, even if he did not know what that plan was.  He would do it for Jay.
 
   When Donny arrived at the arena, he found Duke sitting up against the side by the door.  Duke’s eyes were bloodshot, and Donny knew immediately that Duke had gotten even less sleep than he had the night before.  Even so, Duke looked anything but tired.
 
   “You were right,” Duke said as Donny approached.  The tone was a mixture of distress and anger.
 
   “I was right?  What was I right about?”
 
   “You asked me once before if I thought the school wanted us to lose.  You’re right, they do.  I don’t know why, but for some reason they are willing to do whatever it takes to stop us.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Donny, it was the school.  A professor came after you last night.”  
 
   Donny could not help but look around.  Duke had not whispered this last statement, and Donny was afraid someone might have overheard.  When he saw no one, he looked back to Duke, and responded quietly.  “Who was it?  Which professor did they send?”
 
   It was clear that Duke was upset by all this, but he was still able to continue the conversation.  “I could not make out who it was, but he was clearly older.  I did not pay him any heed at first, because he was wearing a professor’s suit while walking down the hall.  His head was down, and I never got a good angle to see his face.  When he arrived at the door he took off his jacket, and was wearing all black underneath.  He clearly did not wish to be seen.  I saw him pull a needle out of his coat pocket and prepare it with something, then he got ready to enter the room.  He had a good block set up, almost a paranoid one, so it was difficult to get a reading, but I could dimly make out one picture.”
 
   “What was that?”  Donny asked.
 
   “It was you.  He was thinking of what you looked like, which to me is pretty good evidence that he was coming for you.  Even without seeing the picture, it was clear that he was going after you.  You were in a room with a bunch of Titans, and the amount of liquid he put into that needle could not have been enough for a Titan.”
 
   Donny thought about this for a moment, and realized Duke’s suspicions were valid.  At least this answers the question of who was after me.  Donny thought.
 
   “Listen, Duke, we need to be careful.  The school is dangerous, as you now know, and they are really good at getting information out of people.  Now that you know something is going on, I need to know, do you trust me?”
 
   Duke looked surprised by the question, but he thought about it before responding.  “Yes, I do.  No offense Donny, but I believe you are too innocent to be the guilty one here.”
 
   “I take that as a complement.  If you trust me, then I have two requests.  First, do not do anything against the school.  Take no actions at all until I tell you otherwise.”
 
   “Very well, but you better know what you’re doing.”
 
   “My second request is that when I do ask you to do something, that you will do it without question, and trust that I really do know what I’m doing.”
 
   There was a pause before Duke responded, but Donny knew this meant he was weighing all the possibilities.  Donny was relieved once the response came.  “Ok, what do you want me to do first?”
 
   “First, we win the simulation games.”  Duke thought it was a joke at first, but when he saw the seriousness in Donny’s face, he got serious as well.
 
   “Ok kid, let’s win this.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   IT WAS NOT long before the rest of the team arrived.  Donny was glad to see that they were each dressed in layers, and all in white as well.  He had already felt the metal entrance door and found it to be cold, so at the very least he had been right that they would be dealing with a chilly game.  For a moment Donny had forgotten that he had told them to get there early, but the staring, expectant faces helped him to quickly remember that he had a plan waiting that he needed to let his team in on.
 
   “Alright team, it’s time for us to win our second game.  This time, I have a strategy waiting.  We will adapt this plan to whatever situation we face.  We will split into four groups, with one group flanking out to the right, another to the left.  My group will wait at the door.  The fourth group will wait with me at first, but be ready to move on my orders.  Flanking teams stop at the table and grab any supplies you need on the way by.  Your roles will be to lie in ambush.  Go out and find a place where you can wait without being seen, and when you see the enemy moving in after my group, you are to move in on them.  If there are paintball guns on the table, assume a shooting game, and take out all the yellow members.  If there are no paintball guns, assume another type of game, and figure out some other way to immobilize the enemy.  If you are able to dig, dig down to hide yourselves.  The moment you run through the door, take what you need from the table, but leave two snipers, and any rope or small throwable objects if they are there.”
 
   Donny split the team into groups, with the better shooters designated to the flank groups, and those who were not as good with shooting but were bigger in stature were put into his own group.  The two best shooters, Duke and a Hermes second year named Eagle, were the entirety of the fourth group.
 
   Donny ran through what they were each to do in various situations, making sure they understood the shootout and snow related situations specifically.  When the time came to begin, the groups were formed and ready to run through the door.  The moment the lock clicked open, the flanking teams dashed inside and ran to the table.  “It’s a shootout!”  One of them called back, and by the time Donny had walked through the door into the arena, both flanking teams had picked up assorted guns and ran off in either direction.
 
   Donny had been correct on all accounts.  The arena was filled with snow, and it was not a level snow either, but one with many hills and small cliffs.  Donny immediately noticed that they were starting at the bottom of an incline, meaning that any conflict between the two sides would start out with their team shooting up, and the yellow team shooting down.
 
   One look at the table gave Donny exactly what he needed to gain the elevation advantage.  There on the table had been left two sniper rifles, as well as climbing equipment, that included a large grappling hook attacked to a long length of rope.  It was clearly meant to be used to climb the cliffs around, but Donny had another idea for it.  Finding another length of rope, he tied it to the end of the grappling hooks rope to make it even longer.  He then handed the hook to Lenny.  
 
   “Lenny, I need you to throw this up over the catwalk.  Do you think you can throw it that high?”
 
   Lenny took the hook from Donny and looked at it.  He then looked up at the catwalk, and with all his might he threw it up in the catwalks direction.  The hook bounced off the ceiling just above the catwalk and fell down on the other side, leaving the rope that had been trailing behind draped over the catwalk and streaming down on either side.
 
   “I guess you can, great work Lenny.  Alright, team four, grab a sniper each and take a length of rope.  Hold on tight, we’re going to boost you both up to the catwalk.  You two Titans, take the other side of the rope and begin pulling to hoist them up.”
 
   With surprising speed, Duke and Eagle were lifted up to the catwalk.  Donny did not need to give them any more instructions, Duke knew exactly what to do from there.  The two of them ran off down the catwalk in the direction of the enemy’s door.
 
   “Ok, we are the bait.  I am going to stand with my back to center arena, and I want the rest of you to fan out facing me.  We need to make our group look as big as possible, so the bigger students stand in the front, and the smaller ones stand behind and on the sides, so it will look like all our smaller players are merely out of view.  Watch me intently, and the moment I am hit with a shot, spread out further and begin firing back.  Dodge shots as much as possible; the longer we last, the longer we can keep the attention away from our real firing power.”
 
   Donny had expected the yellow team to come at them fast, but he was still surprised at just how fast they had moved.  They had no sooner gotten into their positions when Donny felt himself hit by no less than six shots, and was able to see a few of his Titans also take hits.  The rest of the group fanned out, but they were getting picked off fast.
 
   With only two of his group unhit, the firing stopped coming, even though the sound of the shots could still be heard.  Donny was hit, and therefore could no longer give any instructions, but he could still turn his head around to see what was happening.  He could not see very much, as there was a ridge of snow between them and where the battle was now being fought, but he could still see the occasional high shot, as well as shots coming down from the catwalk.
 
   “Charge!”  Donny heard from behind him, and he saw the remaining two from his group dart off towards the battle, running up the incline as fast as they could move.  Donny saw one of them get hit as he reached the top of the ridge, but the other began firing and was soon lost from sight.
 
   The whole game took less than fifteen minutes from start to finish.  Donny heard the arena sound system announce the end of the game, and was relieved when it announced that the yellow team had been compromised.  Donny watched as his team walked back over the snow ridge, a mass of white with splashes of paint, all laughing and joking with each other.  Donny heard giggling nearby, and he realized a few of his teammates who had been downed around him were making snow angels, joking about become angels after being downed in battle.
 
   As they were instructed to exit through the same door they had entered from, they needed to get Duke and Eagle down from the catwalk, which proved more difficult than getting them up.  They finally got them down by tying ropes around their waists and lowering them down slowly, much like the way they had gone up.  Donny wished he could tell them all to go celebrate, but they still had one more game left, and they were not as prepared for that one.  They needed to begin preparations immediately.
 
   “Great job team.  Get cleaned up or celebrate as you will, and meet up again by the practice rooms in one hour.  We need to prepare for tomorrow.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “OK, WHAT HAPPENED this time?”
 
   “He cheated.”
 
   “Oh really?  How do you figure that?”
 
   “He used the catwalk, which was not part of the playing field.”
 
   “These students are taught that anything in the arena, including the arena itself, can be used during the games.  Typically this has just applied to the walls, but the catwalk would clearly fall under this ruling.  There was no cheating there.”
 
   “He also knew somehow what the game would be.”
 
   “Now you have hit on the reason I wanted to see you two.  How is it that you two are the mind readers, yet he has pulled more out of your heads thus far than you have out of his?”
 
   “Mind reading is a difficult ability, it is easier to block than to achieve…”
 
   “Yes I know, I am asking this question in an attempt to understand how you two could be so utterly predictable.  The older boy out maneuvered you, and now the younger has out thought you.  Once again it is falling on my shoulders to get the job done.”
 
   “You know how to make him lose?”
 
   “Losing will not be enough at this point.  You were to force him to lose in order to make him think he was out of his league.  Instead he has overcome two games that were stacked against him, and proven that he is right in his element.  No, he will win the game.  There are other ways to break him.”
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   PRACTICE HAD GONE as well as Donny could have hoped.  They would face the orange team the next day, and Donny was uneasy about the fact that his chances were looking so good.  The orange team had been ranked third before the start of the games, but the way the matchups had gone, along with the early upset of the eighth place red team against the first place blue, the orange team had faced the teams ranked sixth, seventh, and eight, while Donny’s team had faced those ranked fourth and second.  Donny had faced tough teams, while the orange team had only faced those who were not thought to be top teams anyway.  The orange team also had a few major weaknesses.  In their match against the red team, one of the red team’s traps apparently worked harsher than expected, and two of the orange team’s top Hermes had sprained ankles.  
 
   Despite their advantages, Donny made no assumptions of their weaknesses, and found as many ways of getting by them as he could muster.  He assumed the school would not make the same mistakes it had for the previous game, which meant they would not have a means of getting to the catwalk, nor would the game be set up in such a predictable fashion.  Nevertheless, Donny prepped his team for the possibility of a slow paced game.
 
   The rest of that day passed relatively uneventful.  Hunter was telling everyone he saw that Donny had cheated, and many of the yellow team members were going out of their way to bump him in the halls, but this merely reaffirmed that he had beaten them when it mattered, and at their own game no less.
 
   The next day came, and Donny soon found himself waiting at the door of the arena for the championship game.  Being unsure what to expect, he had chosen his team to be well rounded, with an array of talents ready to use.  Donny felt the door, and noticed it was no longer cold as it had been the day before.  He put his ear up to it to see if there could be anything heard, but he heard nothing.  He was unsure if he would be able to hear anything even if there was noise, but it was worth a try.
 
   With only a minute left to the start of the game, Donny realized he had not said a word to his team since arriving.  He turned to look at them, and noticed they were all looking at him.  They were waiting, even now, for instructions.
 
   Donny smiled, and said the only thing he could think of.  “Let’s win this.”
 
   The mood loosened slightly, and determination could be seen setting in.  Whatever they faced on the other side of that door, his team was ready.
 
   Click
 
   The door unlocked, and Donny’s team flooded through, with Donny and Duke at the head of the group.  The environment this time was a rainforest, with large trees and vines placed thickly throughout.  Donny was amazed at how thoroughly the school was able to change the scenery within the arena, but he could not stop to marvel now.  Before even reaching the table, he called out to those behind him.
 
   “Gather up fist sized rocks and strong vines, and anything else that could be useful from the landscape.”
 
   He reached the table and saw no ropes, no guns, no shovels, no anything.  The table itself was even made of rock, and half buried in the ground to prevent itself from being moved.  Ok, all the supplies will need to come from the landscape.
 
   All that could be found on the rock table were the directions for the game, written on a strip of tree bark.  It was to be a capture situation, where they each had an orb that they needed to defend from the other team.  They could not touch their own orb, and the moment that one team successfully touched the orb of the other team, the game would be over.  With the instructions came a map with the location of their own orb.  Donny was hesitant to believe the map, as they had received a false one during their previous game.  Nevertheless, the location marked was close to their starting door, so it would not harm them to look into the situation.
 
   Donny immediately broke the team up into groups, the first being a scouting party of Hermes to find the location of the orange team’s orb, the second being a group of the more clever members to see what sort of traps they could build to immobilize the enemy, and the third being those who would wait by the orb, or in sight of the orb, and defend their position.  Group one was sent out immediately, and groups two and three went with Donny to check the location.
 
    
 
   Arriving at the point designated on Donny’s map, he was surprised to find that the map was true.  A short distance down the outer wall to the west from their starting door a small ledge had been connected high up on the outer wall, and sitting on that ledge was their orb.  Donny sent out group two to begin their scouting, and told team three to find positions where they could see what was going on around, and be able to move quickly when the need arose.  Donny stayed with the guards at first to scout out the area.
 
   The ledge was high up on the wall, too high for anyone here to jump.  A tree was positioned close by, with a large branch stretching out towards the orb.  If someone were to climb out onto that branch they could easily reach out and touch the orb.  Donny knew it would strengthen their defenses considerably if he could get rid of that branch.  Having no cutting materials, he had to try brute force.
 
   “Bring me a vine.  Lenny, throw the vine over the end of that branch up there.”
 
   The vine proved harder to throw than the ropes had been, but after tying it to a nearby rock, Lenny looped it over the high branch.  
 
   “Now grab both ends of the vine and pull until that branch breaks off.”
 
   Lenny pulled, and the vine bent easily at first.  As the bend increased, it began moving less and less.  Lenny pulled with all his might, but even he could not break the branch.
 
   “All Titans, grab hold of the vine, help Lenny break that branch.”
 
   All the Titans in the guard group came over and took a piece of the vine.  They all pulled, and the branch bent a little further, but still it would not break.  It was clear to Donny that this tree had been made differently than the rest, and the school had no intention of it being broken.  After a few minutes of straining to break the branch, Donny called them off.
 
   “Never mind the branch, back to your positions.”
 
   If he could not break the branch, he would have to stop the orange team from getting to the tree.  At the base there were numerous rocks which could be used as footholds to get up into the trees branches.  He would need to do something to those rocks.
 
   While Donny pondered ways to get rid of those rocks, some from the second group returned.  One of them carried a long, flat, curved rock.
 
   “I found us a shovel!  We can use this to dig a hole, then cover it with something loosely for them to fall into when they come for our orb.”
 
   “Great plan, get a Titan to dig up those rocks at the base of that tree.  Dig a hole there and cover it again with those rocks.  They will try to use them to get into this tree.”
 
   They set to work with their digging, and Donny continued looking for other ways to get into their tree.  One tree stood nearby, just close enough that a solid jump or swing from a vine could bring someone from that tree into the one they wished to block.  Donny sent some people to go work on that angle, and to his relief those branches proved far easier to break.
 
   “Orange spies!  North along the wall!”
 
   Donny turned just in time to see two Hermes from the orange team run off.  
 
   “Shall we chase them?”
 
   “No,” Donny responded, “We don’t want them leading us into a trap.  Did they see the digging by the tree?”
 
   “Negative,” replied one of the Prometheus who had been near to the spot where the Hermes appeared, “they saw the orb, and their focus did not move further than the branch reaching towards it.”
 
   “Good, we’ll keep digging here, but just in case we need a second trap in case they get wise to this one.”
 
   Before Donny could think of a second trap to implement, a few of the scouts from the first group returned.  “Napoleon, we’ve located their orb, it’s along the wall just west of their door.”
 
   “Is it high up like ours.”
 
   The Hermes looked up at the orb in surprise.  “No, theirs is sitting on a lower platform.  Actually it’s quite the opposite, it is against the wall in a clearing.  There aren’t any trees around.”
 
   “Ok, then we don’t need to climb trees, but we also can’t use them to attack from above.”  Donny looked around until he caught sight of Duke, who was tying vines together into some sort of net.  “Duke!  You take charge of the defenses, I’m going to join the offensive.”
 
   Duke nodded, and Donny began to go forward with the Hermes.  They ran out into the forest in the direction of the enemy’s orb, but before long something caught Donny’s eye.  He saw a movement far off through the trees, but when he turned to look again, he saw nothing.
 
   “Wait up,” Donny said quietly to his Hermes guides.  He led them around in the direction of the motion, and when they got a little closer, Donny discovered what it was.  The motion had been a group of Hermes running towards the Jade defenses, with a larger group behind.  Upon seeing the larger group he realized there was a way of getting up to the orb that he had overlooked.
 
   “They made ladders!  I need to go back and organize the defenses.  Most of their team appears to be on the offensive, meaning their defenses are weak.  Run forward to the other scouts, and form an offensive.  Get to their orb before they can get to ours!”
 
   The Hermes ran forward into the forest, and Donny ran back as fast as he could.  He would easily beat the large group there, but the Hermes who had passed were likely there already.
 
   When Donny got back into view of the Jade team’s defenses, he saw that the Hermes had already been stopped.  Duke stepped forward with a smile to greet Donny.
 
   “Well that worked out well!  They fell right into all our traps, we have two Hermes stuck in the hole, two more in nets, and one tied to a tree.”
 
   Donny was not as happy to hear this news as Duke was to tell it.  “Is that all our traps?  Do we have any more ready?”
 
   Duke’s smile faded.  “No, they triggered all the ones we had set up, we’ll get right to work prepping some more.”
 
   “There isn’t time, the Hermes were sent forward specifically to set off our traps and make way for a larger group.  And they’re bringing ladders.”
 
   Immediately Donny’s worries were passed along to Duke.  The two of them spread out, calling commands to be ready for a strong offensive, and to find ways to destroy the coming ladders.  Donny had seen that they made three of them, so he called his three strongest Titans over to himself.
 
   “You three, hide a little ways out.  When they pass with the ladders, each take one and smash it in any way you can.”
 
   Duke had organized groups to set out trip wires between trees.  As they did not have wire, the vines were used instead, which were clearly visible.  This would only slow the enemy down slightly.  After a few trip vines were set, a roar was heard in the nearby woods.  The roar was soon met by the sight of the orange group charging forward.  Out in front were a few Titans guarding a fully intact ladder; it was clear that the Titan sent to destroy it had failed.  Behind the charging group Donny could see his Titan trio, Lenny with ladder shards still clenched in his fists as he wrestled with another Titan, and one of the others were fending off three using the rock shovel that he had apparently brought with him.  The third Titan was pinned down.  Donny looked about for the third ladder, and quickly caught sight of it.  It had been broken in two, most likely from a blow by the rock shovel.  It would be ineffective as two pieces.
 
   “Take out that ladder!”  Donny called, as two jade members swung down from trees, to intercept the ladder.  The Titan guards caught them and threw them away easily, and the ladder continued.  Donny looked around frantically for some way to stop them, but to his distress the ladder reached the wall, and was placed under the orb.  
 
   “Attack!  Everyone after that ladder!”  Donny hollered.  He felt almost mute compared to the roar around him, but his team heard regardless, and the attack began.  They pushed against the guarding Titans who had made a semicircle around the ladder, while an orange team Prometheus began to climb.  For a moment Donny feared that all was lost, but then an orange team Titan was lifted off his feet, and pushed back into the ladder.  The force was enough, and the ladder snapped under the weight, with the Prometheus falling down on the group wrestling below him.
 
   “Plan B!”  Someone called out from the orange team.  Donny searched around to figure out what plan B was, but it appeared that everyone was merely wrestling with each other now.  The orange team made no attempt to move anywhere, but were staying right where they were, fighting with whatever jade member was close by.
 
   Something’s not right, Donny thought.  He looked around at the orange members.  There were those who had carried the ladders, those who were guarding them, the Hermes who had set off the traps, and there was the Prometheus who had called out for plan B…but it was not their leader.  Donny realized that the head of the orange team was missing, when he was certain he had seen him in the group earlier.  
 
   Donny searched about, until he realized that the ladder which had been broken in two had served a purpose after all.  One half was placed into the hole at the base of the tree, allowing the Hermes to get out, and the other was leaning up against the tree itself.  Donny looked up at the branch, and to his horror he found the orange leader, already three fourths of the way to the orb, almost in reach.
 
   Donny knew he could not catch him in time.  He was close to despair, when he noticed that the vine which they had looped over the branch earlier was still hanging down.  Without thinking, Donny grabbed the vines and pulled hard.  The branch jerked hard to the left, catching the orange leader off guard.  Donny watched, first in satisfaction, then in horror, as the orange leader fell off the branch, flipping down until he landed with a sickening thud on the hard ground below.  
 
   Donny was dumbfounded.  He watched as the fighting quickly stopped, and both teams rushed over to see if the orange leader was alright.  He almost felt like he were dreaming, that this were just some nightmare, and he would soon wake up and it would still be the morning before the championship game.  The yells to get help sounded faded to his ears.  The PA system turned on, declaring the jade team the winners.  Donny thought it must be lying.  
 
   Officials from the school ran over, having come from the nearby entrance.  They put the motionless body on a stretcher, and quickly left the arena.  The others began leaving, one by one.  Donny watched them walk by, wondering which would turn and attack him, which of them would exact revenge.  He was disappointed when the last orange member passed him by without a word or a motion.
 
   “I don’t think I like winning anymore,” Donny heard behind him.  He turned around to see Lenny standing there, with a sad face, and the ladder pieces still in his hands.
 
   “Me neither,” Donny said quietly back.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   LENNY LEFT DONNY to go to the dining hall.  Despite having not eaten in quite some time, Donny did not wish to go with him.  He began walking towards his dorm room, but when he neared the door he realized he did not really want to be there either.  Instead, Donny walked on by the door, and continued to walk through the halls.  When he thought about where he wanted to go, he realized he really did not want to go anywhere.  Instead, he simply kept walking, until a voice calling out to him through an open door stopped him.
 
   “Come in Donny, I’ve been expecting you.”
 
   Donny looked up, and was surprised to find himself standing outside of Captain William’s office.  At first he wanted to keep on walking, and ignore the summons from within, but upon thinking about it, he could not help but wonder if he had come here on purpose.  He wondered if maybe a part of him had wanted to come here, to punish himself.
 
   Donny walked into the room, and behind his desk sat Captain Williams.  A smile was on Captain William’s face, and Donny realized he had never seen the man genuinely smile before.  The smile looked almost uncomfortable.  Should evil be allowed to smile?  Donny thought, then he realized the answer to his own question.  They should after something like what I’ve done.
 
   “Sit down Donny, why so sad?  I thought you won the game?”
 
   Donny said nothing at first, but it was clear that Captain Williams would not be the one to bring up what had happened.  “I think I killed one of my classmates.”
 
   “You did nothing of the sort, you simply disabled your foe.  This is a school for soldiers, not nannies.  He should have known not to go out on a limb like that.”
 
   Donny felt a part of himself want to laugh at the pun, and he hated himself all the more for it.  “I thought this was a school for heroes.”
 
   “That it is, but sometimes heroes need to make tough decisions for the greater good.  Had this been a real battle, against real villains, that orb could have meant death to millions, and if you did not have the courage to pull that branch, you could have been responsible for the deaths of countless innocent victims.  Even if your action killed the villain, it would be better than killing the innocent.  Death and pain are just necessities in war.”
 
   “But I did not pull the branch to save millions, I pulled it to win the game.  I wasn’t the hero in there, I was the villain.”
 
   “Hero or villain, it is nothing more than a matter of perspective.”
 
   Donny realized now why it was good for him to come here.  As much as he hated himself now, he still hated Captain Williams more.
 
   “I see that look on your face Donny.  Careful, you are not hiding your emotions as well as you used to.”
 
   Donny looked into Captain Williams face in defiance.  The smile was gone from the Captain’s face, showing he was back to his serious self.
 
   “Donny, I know you do not like me.  I know you think I am this great monster, pulling the strings of this big destructive machine.  But take a moment and think about this.  There is no war, except the coordinated dances that we have complete control over.  Guns and bombs are essentially gone from the world – the heroes and villains stopped using them, and the rest of the world followed suit.  You think we are evil because of our means, but look at the ends that have come from them.”
 
   “Such as the convenient placement of yourselves in complete control of everything.”
 
   “I see our time of playing games has ended.  So be it.  Yes, we are in power.  Someone has to be in power to keep things in order, and we have taken up that charge.  This world needs people who are willing to do whatever it takes to make the right outcome appear.  People like me…and like you.”
 
   Donny was caught off guard by the address to himself.  People like me?  You really think I am similar to you?
 
   “You and I are not that different Donny.  Both of us are without a physical power, and yet we have both risen above those who do.  We understand the way things work.  I will not be around forever, and I need someone who can handle everything that needs to be done.  I believe that someone is you Donny.  I do not want you to respond right now, because I know what your answer would be.  But think about it.  We really are not so bad.”
 
   “No?  What about my brother?”  
 
   “That was not personal Donny.  Your brother is very powerful, and we look forward to having him on our side.  Unfortunately, he was unable to see the good in what we do, and we could not risk waiting for him to see the light.  You can have him back when you join us…sorry, if you join us.  We know you are smart enough to control him.  He may be older than you, but in an odd way he looks up to you.”
 
   Donny could think of a million things he wanted to say, but he knew the best response he could give would be silence.  It was not long before Captain Williams started up again.
 
   “Think about it Donny.  Take your time, I am in no hurry.  We can talk about all this again after our match.”
 
   “Our match?”
 
   “Of course.  As the winner of the simulation games, your team will now face the faculty in an exhibition match.  Usually the faculty team is led by the Advanced Strategic Leadership professor, but he has agreed to allow me to lead the team this year.  I think it will be an interesting chance for us both to test each other’s strengths.  But enough of that, you have had a long day Donny, and you need time to rest.  After our game, come by my office at your leisure, and we can discuss the situation of things at that time.”
 
   Captain Williams looked down at his desk for these last few words, and soon began working on some task which had been sitting on his desk.  The conversation was over, so Donny stood up and walked to the door.  He half expected to hear a last comment come at him from behind, but none came.  He opened the door and walked out into the hall.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DONNY TRIED GOING by the hospital ward, but they would not let him in.  They would, however, tell him the condition of his classmate.  Donny was relieved to hear that the boy would be alright, and that there would be no permanent injuries.  Despite a concussion, a broken collarbone, and a fractured skull, the injuries were considered a blessing considering how high he had fallen onto his head.
 
   Donny’s next stop, he decided, would be the dining hall.  Now that he knew he had not killed his classmate, his level of hunger was higher than his level of guilt, if only by a little.  It was late, and there were not many there, which Donny was glad of.  He noticed Duke, but pretended not to see him, and sat off by himself.  Duke was not to be ignored, however, and moved his plate immediately to Donny’s table.
 
   “So, what’s the verdict.”
 
   “He’ll survive.  Fractured skull, broken collar bone, and a concussion, but at least he’ll live.”
 
   “Oh, um, that’s good I guess.”  Duke paused awkwardly for a moment.  “I was actually talking about us though.  Were we disqualified?”
 
   Donny was confused.  Disqualified?  Why would we be disqualified? 
 
   “You were seen leaving the administrator’s offices earlier, so the rumor is that our team got disqualified.”
 
   “Oh no, he just… he just wanted to congratulate me.”
 
   Duke nodded slowly.  Donny could tell Duke was waiting for more information, but he was not sure what information he desired, so he waited for Duke to start the conversation.  After a few awkward moments, Duke gave in.
 
   “So do we have another game?  Are we facing the faculty?”
 
   “Yes, we are facing the faculty.  I guess we’ll need to start practicing again soon.  Spread the word, we’ll meet at the practice rooms tomorrow night at 1800 hours.”
 
   “Tomorrow night?  Why not tonight, or tomorrow morning at least?  We are facing the faculty, I want to shove their biased game playing down their smug little throats!”
 
   Donny was surprised by Duke’s enthusiasm.  It far exceeded his own, especially given the day’s events.  He knew, however, that he needed to get himself together.  He had a team who was looking up to him to guide them, and the games were not over just yet.  “Ok Duke, tomorrow morning then, make it 0600 hours.  I don’t want to push them any more tonight though, we’ve all had a long day.”
 
   Duke gave a single firm nod, and took his tray.  Donny could see that Duke was serious when he said he wanted to beat the faculty.
 
   Donny finished his meal, and was finally ready for bed.  He dropped off his tray and walked back to his dorm.  The lights were still on, but he could sleep through that.  He needed an early night, so he would ignore all the commotion around the room.
 
   Donny lay down in his bed, and put his head onto his pillow.  As he did, he faintly heard a crunching noise coming from under the pillow.  He reached in, and to his surprise there was a piece of paper waiting for him.  Discreetly, he slid the paper out of its hiding space and into his pocket.  Moving into the bathroom and stepping into a stall, he pulled it out again and read.
 
    
 
                 Donny,
 
                 
 
                               Good work in the games.  Go to the computer lab at 0400 tomorrow morning, and sit at the computer in the back left corner.  We need to talk.
 
    
 
   Just as before when he received word from his informer, Donny felt his excitement rise.  He took one last look at the letter, then flushed it down the toilet.  He casually walked back to his bed and lay down once more.  He had an early day ahead of him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   IT WAS DARK in the room when Donny awoke.  He got up at 0300, allowing himself plenty of time to go through his normal routine.  He was unsure if he was being watched, but he would take no chances.  At 0345, Donny began making his way down to the computer lab.  He arrived a little early, but that could not be helped; he had to keep this casual, and wasting time for a few minutes waiting for 0400 to come would certainly be suspicious to anyone who knew Donny.
 
   The lab was mostly empty, with one tall faculty member in the back right corner of the room.  Donny’s heart sank when he noticed the faculty member sitting there, and hoped he would not stay long.  It would be too dangerous to contact me with a faculty member sitting in the same room.  Donny thought with disappointment.
 
   He sat down at the computer in the back left corner, and began to sign on to the server.  To his surprise, the computer was not connected to the server at all.  It had clearly been tampered with so that the computer could not send or receive any sort of signal.  Donny glanced around the back of the computer, and noticed two wires coming out of it.  One was the power, connecting it to the wall, as every other computer was.  The other was a thin wire, which snaked along the wall, moving to the right.  Donny followed it with his eyes, but it was soon lost behind the other computer desks.
 
   Donny looked back at his computer screen, and noticed a message there waiting for him.
 
    
 
   Good morning Donny.
 
    
 
   The excitement welled up once more, and Donny quickly responded.
 
    
 
   Good morning.
 
    
 
   I want to congratulate you on your victory in the games.  To be honest, I had doubts about your ability to win, especially after the school got involved.
 
    
 
   I had some doubts myself.  What is the next move?
 
    
 
   Your victory has given me the distraction I needed.  We will go for Jay while Captain Williams leads 20 other faculty members against the rest of your team.  They will not expect it then, as they will assume you will be in the game.
 
    
 
   Donny knew what this meant.  He would have to miss the game, and let down his team.  Despite his disappointment, he knew this had to be done.  He had to save his brother.
 
    
 
   When and where should I meet you?
 
    
 
   Go with your team, and see them through the door.  After the door is shut and the game has begun, meet me in front of Captain Williams’ office.  And get there quickly.  It will not take them long to realize you are not in the game, and they will surely come right back once they discover it.
 
    
 
   Can we rescue him ourselves?
 
    
 
   There will be three of us.  I trust no one else with this.
 
    
 
   I do.
 
    
 
   Well I do not.  Tell no one.  We will do this alone.  Any questions?
 
    
 
   Yes.  Who are you?
 
    
 
   There was a pause in the type.  The response Donny received was not what he would have hoped.
 
    
 
   I am an old friend of your brother’s.
 
    
 
   Donny noticed the faculty member in the far corner go around his own computer and do a few things in the back of it.  He then glanced over at Donny, and walked out of the room.  No more messages came.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   PRACTICES THAT WEEK involved a range of events.  Donny was unsure what his team would need to expect from Captain Williams, so he wanted to prepare them for anything.  Even though he would not be involved in the game, he wanted his team to be able to hold out as long as they could.  The longer they could keep the game going, the better the chances that Donny and his faculty informer could successfully rescue Jay.
 
   After practice that Wednesday, Donny waited for everyone else to leave like he normally did.  This time, however, Duke did not leave.  Instead, he stood off to the side waiting as Donny did.  Once everyone else had left, he made his way over towards Donny.
 
   “What’s up Duke?”  Donny asked.
 
   “Is this a safe place to talk about something you wouldn’t want anyone else to hear?”
 
   The secrecy in Duke’s voice worried Donny.  Donny motioned for Duke to come with him, and the two of them made their ways over to the doorway.  Once they had reached the door, Donny turned to Duke.  “Ok, we can talk here.  What’s the matter?”
 
   Duke looked at Donny with an apologetic look, which was not the way Donny would prefer to begin conversations.  “Donny,” Duke began, “we know you’re up to something.”
 
   “Who is ‘we’?”
 
   “A few of us who are your most loyal supporters.”
 
   This was not the best thing to hear.  If they figured it out, the school must know as well.  “Ok Duke, what do you know exactly, and how do you know it?”
 
   “Well, as far as the how, we have been watching your room.  After the incident last week with the man trying to get to you at night, I decided it would be best to leave a sentry at your door each night.  I couldn’t do every night myself, so I got a few together whom I knew could be trusted.”
 
   “Who?  I want names.”
 
   “Zahrah, Lenny, Spark, Juan, and Silverfist.”
 
   “Juan?  Silverfist?”
 
   “Yeah.  They are both first years, and they couldn’t fend someone off themselves, but I know they are loyal to you.  We figured they could hide nearby, and if someone showed up they could at least make a ruckus and wake everyone else up.  We needed Silverfist as well, since she is not on our simulation team.  We needed someone to watch during those times.  It was Juan who discovered your letter.”
 
   Donny began to get angry.  How dare they read my letter!  But no sooner did the thought appear, than he realized he should not be angry with them.  If they were able to find it so easily, the school would too.  It was foolish of his informant to leave such vital information open.
 
   “We mostly kept a sentry at night, but we also wanted to watch during those hours when your room could easily be accessed.  We didn’t want anyone sneaking in and hiding in there.  Juan was keeping watch at one point when the rest of your dorm mates were away, and he saw the man walk into your room.  His shift was almost over, and I was to relieve him, so he figured he would wait for me.  Before I arrived however, the man left the room and walked quickly off.  Juan ran in and searched your area for traps, and found your letter.”
 
   “And he decided it was within his rights to read it.”
 
   “No, I arrived just after he found it.  I read it.”
 
   Donny could see that Duke was partially apologetic, but without regret.  Clearly Duke still thought it was the right thing to do for him to have read the letter.
 
   “I’m sorry Donny, I know it was your letter to read, but I needed to know if they were going to try to draw you away somewhere.  We needed to be ready if something were to go amiss.”
 
   “If I needed your help I would have asked for it.”
 
   “No, you wouldn’t have.  Donny, we all remember the game against Sly’s team.  You took the whole weight of the game upon yourself.  That is your one weakness Donny, you would never ask for help.  We didn’t want to wait around for you to regret that.”
 
   Donny wanted to argue, but there was nothing for him to say.  He knew Duke was right, and no amount of arguing will change the fact that the secret is no longer just between his informant and himself.
 
   “Ok, Duke, you have answered the how, but now I need to know what it is exactly that you know?”
 
   Duke gave a sigh.  “Not much.  We read the letter, but there was not much information there.  We went down to the computer lab, but we could get nothing from the heads of you or the other guy.  We know you are planning something, but beyond that, we know very little.  We suspect it is something against the school.  We think it’s the same man who tried to enter your room that other night, but whether he is with you or against you, the way the games have gone have us convinced that the school itself is your enemy.”
 
   Donny had not realized that his night attacker could have been the informant.  He wasn’t coming to attack me that night, he was coming to tell me something.  Then Donny remembered that the drinks of the administration had been drugged, and he realized it was not just to tell Donny something.  He was coming to get me!  We were going to get Jay that night!  Donny got a sick feeling knowing that he might have been able to save Jay sooner, but he decided it was better that they had not, since many of the administration had not consumed the drugs after all.  Donny hoped the new plan was a better one.
 
   Donny was afraid the new plan might not work either.  His friends had foiled the last attempt while they thought they were protecting him, and now they might ruin the second attempt the same way.  “Thank you for caring about me, but I have this under control.”
 
   “I’m sure you do, I just want to know what role I can play.”
 
   “No role, we need to do this ourselves.”
 
   “Then do this yourselves, but not all of it, there has to be something I can do.”
 
   Donny was about to turn him down again, but thought better of it.  He realized there was something he needed Duke to do.  “Duke, I need you to lead the jade team against the administration on Saturday.”
 
   Duke gave a sad look.  He knew how much Donny wanted to lead the team to victory.  “Alright, you can count on me.  I will lead the team, and we will record the first ever student victory over the faculty.”
 
   “No, winning would not help.  We both know the only chance of winning would come from a fast paced game, but we need the game to be long.  Draw the game out as long as you can.”
 
   Duke nodded.
 
   “Thank you,” Donny replied.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE TWO OF them eased the team into the leadership change.  They did not tell the team that Duke would be leading the game itself, but instead they simply had Duke run the practices, and stand in the command position for all the scrimmages and plays.  Friday night came, and their last practice came to an end.  The team was working smoothly under Duke, and Donny hoped their new cohesion would help them hold out in the game the next morning.
 
   Donny went to the dining hall after the practice.  He was far from hungry, but he did not want to draw attention to this fact, so he filled his plate with food, and sat down by himself.  From time to time people would wish him luck as they passed, and he would thank them formally.  There was one person who stopped on their way by.
 
   “Good luck tomorrow Donny.”
 
   Donny looked up to see Jenna standing in front of him.  Donny had hardly seen her since their conversation on the way to the Academy, and he could tell she had gotten stronger since their last meeting, although she still did not look like the typical Titan.  Donny could see that she still wore the silver lifting gloves that had given her ability away when they last spoke.  
 
   Looking at her silver gloves, Donny suddenly understood who the last member of Donny’s secret watch party had been.  “You’re Silverfist now, aren’t you?”  Donny asked, knowing the answer before it came.
 
   “Yup, and you’re still a genius,” she responded with a big smile.
 
    “Thank you Silverfist.  I appreciate your well wishes, and… everything else.”
 
    “I hope you are able to show the school who’s boss.  If there is anything at all that I can do to help…”
 
   “No,” Donny cut in, then added, “thank you though.”
 
   She blushed, then walked off quickly.  
 
   Duke’s right, I could never ask for help.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   DONNY COULD NOT sleep that night.  Every noise, however small, grabbed his attention.  He could hear noises from time to time that he could not identify.  They were most likely the dripping of water in the bathroom, or the rustling of sheets from someone in the room, but he could never be certain that the sound was not someone coming to get him in the night.  He knew that the school’s best time to stop him would be during the night if they knew his plan, and he was not sure if his secret guards were still standing guard near his dorm room door.  He figured those from his team would most likely be trying to get as much sleep as possible before their match, but Silverfist had no reason to get a full night’s sleep that night.  Could she be waiting outside to protect him?
 
   The night dragged on and on, and finally it reached a time when Donny thought it reasonable to get up and get ready.  He got dressed with his typical simulation games clothes on over a regular set of clothing.  It would be too suspicious for him to carry an extra pair of clothes out to the arena with him, but he needed to be able to get back into the building, and he would surely stand out in his usual game outfit.  He would probably stand out either way, as everyone in the school knew he would be playing that day, but if changing clothes could improve his chance of getting by without being seen just a little, it would be worth it.
 
   The game was scheduled to begin at 0900, but Donny went down early, as he could think of nowhere else to go.  He was surprised to see Duke, Zahrah, Lenny, and Juan already there waiting.
 
   “You ready?”  Donny asked them as he approached.
 
   “Are you?”  Zahrah asked nervously.  Donny could tell that Duke had at least told them that he would not be playing in the game.
 
   “Yes, I am,” Donny responded with as much confidence as he could bring himself to show.
 
   “When the rest of the team arrives, let me do the talking.  I have an idea to help keep the faculty off your trail for a time.  We’ll tell the team that you will be in the game, so that when the faculty search their minds they won’t immediately discover that you aren’t there,” Duke said.
 
   “Thanks Duke, that’s a good idea,” Donny responded.
 
   The rest of the team soon began to arrive, and their discussion had to end.  Once everyone had arrived, Duke stepped forward to address the team.  “Ok, Donny and I have a plan of action to throw off the faculty.  They are expecting Donny to be leading the charge, and they are preparing for the types of things he would normally do.  In order to throw them off, I will be leading you all in.  Donny is going to wait by the door for a while, then he will slip in and go on an independent mission.  Trust us that this is the way that will give us the best chance of getting the better of the faculty.”
 
   The team looked over to Donny for confirmation, and he nodded to them all.  Donny could see them all questioning the plan silently, but they had learned by now not to question the orders, so none of them spoke.  Duke took the complete lead in pumping the team up for their match, which relieved Donny tremendously, as he was not feeling very pumped up himself.  The remaining minutes felt like hours to him, but finally he heard the lock click, and Duke pulled open the door.  He led the team inside, 20 of them instead of 21, as he was pretending Donny would be joining them.  Donny watched through the door as Duke snatched up the instructions paper on his way by, and the rest of the team took all the supplies which were sitting on the table.  As they ran out of sight, Donny stepped back from the doorway, and shut the door.
 
   Donny made his way back towards the school at a run, shedding his top layer as he went.  Despite the heat, he travelled around the outside of the building, knowing that he would be unlikely to bump into anyone outside.  He entered by a door near to Captain William’s office, and was relieved to find the faculty member from the computer lab to be the only person in sight.  The man looked as nervous as Donny felt.
 
   “The game has started?”  He asked Donny.
 
   “Yes, I thought you said there would be three of us?”  Donny responded.
 
   “There will, the third will join us later.”
 
   The man closed his eyes in concentration for a moment.  Donny could tell that the man was either a Prometheus or nothing by his look, but now he could see that the man must be a Prometheus who was mentally searching for something.  He must have found what he was looking for, because he quickly opened his eyes and took the handle to Captain William’s door.  He opened the door quietly and walked in, with Donny following close behind.  There was a door in the back of the office which Donny had noticed before, but never paid much attention to.  They walked up to the door, and the man pulled out a key and unlocked it.  They walked through into a larger room, with monitors along the walls.  
 
   Donny looked at the monitors, and could see that the majority of the school was under surveillance.  As he walked along behind his mysterious leader, he noticed a set of monitors that covered the arena.  He watched as he could see his team and the faculty moving about on their task, whatever it may be.  At first he figured it must be a search and recover activity, as there were many faculty members who were clearly looking for something.  Then he realized there were no members from his own team who appeared to be searching.
 
   “They’re searching for you,” the man said, before Donny even thought to ask.
 
   Donny noticed a camera facing the arena from one of the other buildings.  “It’s a good thing they didn’t leave someone here to watch the cameras, or they would have seen me leave.”  
 
   “They did leave someone to watch the cameras.  Me.”
 
   Donny looked over at the man, and saw that he was deep in concentration, sitting next to another door across the room from the one through which they had entered.  This is not what Donny had expected for their search and rescue.  He thought there would be more sneaking about, probably more fighting, and a lot less waiting.  Donny looked back at the monitors for the game, and watched them all running around.
 
   Suddenly Donny’s guide looked up.  “Let’s go,” he said, and pulling out another key, opened the third door.  The man rushed inside first.  Donny followed quickly, and saw the man checking two men who were on the floor unconscious.  
 
   “What happened to them?”  Donny asked.
 
   “I released a gas into the room a short time ago.  It knocked them out.”
 
   “Wouldn’t the gas still be in here then?”  Donny asked.  The room had no windows or doors other than the one through which the two of them had entered.
 
   “The gas breaks up over time.  It is not going to affect us now.  My friend over there signaled that it had weakened enough.”
 
   Donny looked over to where the man had been referring.  There sat the only two things in the room besides them and the unconscious guards.  There sat two cripples, both of whom were clearly completely paralyzed.  The one on the left sat in a normal chair.  He was older, and Donny suspected that he had been a Hermes a long time back.  There was no quick movement which typically signified a Hermes, but his physique still gave him away, despite how long it had been since he had ran, or moved at all. 
 
   The one on the right was the more interesting of the pair.  He was in a metal chair which was bolted to the ground, and he was tied to it with thick metal chains.  Donny was amazed that so much trouble had gone into tying up someone who was clearly unable to go anywhere.  This man was much younger than the other, and Donny could not immediately decide what his ability had been before he had been crippled.  He had the atrophied remains of firm muscles, leading Donny to believe he had been a Titan, but then there was also the curled up but still slender physique of a Hermes.  There was also something in his eyes that gave the knowing look of a Prometheus.  Something in those eyes which seemed strangely familiar.  Something in the eyes that Donny knew.
 
   “Jay!?”  Donny exclaimed.  The name came out before he was certain it was actually his brother, but as soon as the possibility entered his mind, he knew that it was true.  Donny was mortified.  He had expected to find his brother restrained, but he also expected to find Jay in good health, not shriveled up as he was.  “You said he was alright!”  Donny yelled accusingly to the man.
 
   “I said he was alive and safe.  He is both those things.  Don’t worry, he will recover after a little time.”  
 
   Recover?  He’s paralyzed!  Donny knew this condition would not just go away for a normal person.  Luckily, he also knew Jay was not a normal person.  He was relieved by the prospect that his brother might be able to return to his former self after all.
 
   “Move that one away from Jay,” Donny was instructed, and he quickly followed the orders.  He pulled the chair of the left crippled man into the other room and set him in a corner next to some monitors.
 
   “I need confirmation that Donny is in the arena.”
 
   Donny jumped as Captain Williams’ voice came at him from behind.  To his relief, the voice came from a speaker by the arena monitors, not from the captain himself.  Donny’s accomplice ran into the room and over to a microphone.  Looking quickly at the monitors, he pressed a button and spoke into the microphone.  “Affirmative, Donny is still in the arena.”
 
   “Where?”  The voice came back.
 
   The man thought for a moment, looking at the monitors, then pressed the button and spoke once more.  “He is in section 3, northeast block.”
 
   Donny saw Captain Williams on one of the monitors.  He saw him quickly turn and run towards a door, calling others to himself as he went.
 
   “Shoot, we don’t have much time.  He knows I was lying, and he is on his way.”  The man quickly typed something into a nearby computer which had only words on its screen, then ran back into the other room.
 
   Donny followed the man back into the room where Jay waited, and helped him get the chains off of his brother.  The man picked Jay up and draped him limply over his shoulder.  Donny could tell his brother was heavy, but as long as the man could carry him, this would be the fastest way to travel.  
 
   They ran back through the computer room and as they passed Donny thought he saw a fight taking place on the monitor that was showing the area between the arena and the main school building.  There was not time for him to be sure.  They ran out of the office, and began making their way down the hall.  The school alarm was sounding now, telling all students to go back to their dorm rooms.  This must have been the alarm that went off during the villain attack earlier that year.  Donny thought.  Donny wished they could run faster, but the man was clearly getting tired.  
 
   To Donny’s surprise and relief, they made it through the halls all the way to the front door without running into anyone.  Donny ran a few steps ahead to open the door.  He grabbed the handle and pulled.
 
   But nothing happened.  The door was shut tight and locked.  “We’ll have to find a window to break,” the man panted in exhaustion.  
 
   They turned around, but before advancing a single step, a large Titan turned the corner in front of them, blocking their way.  He stood in the intersection where a side hallway met the one which ran away from the door.  They were completely trapped.
 
   Donny pulled frantically at the door, as the Titan took out a radio and spoke something into it.
 
   “I really wish one of us were a Titan right now,” Donny said as he yanked with all his might at the door.  Suddenly he heard a crash behind him, and he turned to see Silverfist standing where the other Titan had been, and a huge hole in the wall next to her.
 
   “I’m a Titan, can you use my help now?”  She said with a smile.  Donny did not even answer, but merely got out of the way.  Silverfist ran forward, lowering her shoulder as she reached the door.  It looked to Donny like she was not even slowed by the doors, which smashed outward in front of her.
 
   “Thanks,” Donny said.
 
   “Let me take him,” she told the man, as she took Jay and put him over her own shoulder.  
 
   “The small plane to the right,” the man panted, still tired from carrying Jay so far.  
 
   “No,” Jay mumbled, but they had no time to waste.  They ran towards the plane as fast as they could.  “No…no Bob…”  Jay continued shakily.
 
   As they neared the plane, a large mass of people suddenly sprang out from around the corners of the surrounding aircrafts, completely blocking their way.  They turned to run back, but more appeared behind them, and before long they were completely surrounded.
 
   Captain Williams walked out from the crowd to the side.  He was clearly tired, but was nevertheless satisfied with the state of things.  “Well, well, well, Bob Rogers, you certainly had me fooled.  You left your wife and kids at home in order to…how did you put it?... ‘make sure our enemy remains under control’?  It looks to me like you’ve got the sides a little mixed up.”
 
   The man, whose name apparently was Bob Rogers, stepped forward.  “I do not have the sides mixed up Williams.  This school has remained on top of the world because there has been nothing powerful enough to challenge it.  Don’t you remember what the founders said when they formed the Academy?  There are only two things that could stop them, to be outmuscled, or to be outthought.  Well that time has finally come, and I believe these boys have what it takes to do both.  You are the one with the sides mixed up.”
 
   “Oh Rogers, can’t you see?  Your muscle is crippled, and will not be able to fight for days at least, and your brain is standing behind you petrified.  You stand no chance.”
 
   “There’s one thing you’ve missed though Williams.  I have other muscles under my control, and they are being led by another brain.”
 
   With a sudden crash, battle erupted close to where Captain Williams stood.  A large army was suddenly there, fighting with Captain Williams’ army.  They quickly broke through the circle and made their way to where Rogers was standing.  A Prometheus was in front of the group, followed closely by a Titan and a Hermes.
 
   “You three guard us.  Get us to that plane.  The rest of you, fight back the school,” Rogers commanded of those in front.  Without a word or a hesitation, they made a circle around Rogers, Donny, Silverfist, and Jay, and began moving them towards the plane.  As they moved, Donny noticed that their new Prometheus guard was getting overpowered by a pair of Hermes.  The Prometheus turned to face one, moving to disable them, when Donny saw the other pull out a blade and move in to strike.  At the last moment another blur collided with the bladed one, and in an instant the Hermes with the blade was flipped onto the ground, and the blade was launched away.  To Donny’s surprise, the rescue had come from Zahrah.
 
   Zahrah looked up at the Prometheus whom she had just saved with surprise.  “Brain!  What a relief, Duke thought you guys had teamed up with a group of villains for your getaway.”
 
   “We did,” Rogers replied as they continued their motion towards the plane.  “Brain is being controlled by the school, along with the rest here.  It is a long story, but essentially, I overrode the system, and sent this group a command that I was their leader.  The school was keeping them nearby in case they were needed.  I sent word to them once it looked like we might need assistance in our escape.”
 
   Zahrah looked confused, but said nothing.  The group continued further, but those that they were fighting off were drawing closer each moment.  With each of their guards occupied, three Titans stepped in front and blocked their way.  Just as the Titans moved forward to grab them, three paintball shots hit them each in succession square in the face.  Blinded by the hits, Lenny and Spark came at them from the sides, tripping and pushing them out of the way.  Donny turned to see that the shots had come from Duke and Juan Pablo, who were now with them as well, each holding a paintball gun.
 
   “Nice shooting you guys,” Donny said as they joined the group.
 
   “Not guys, guy.  All three hits came from Duke.  Mine didn’t fire,” Juan Pablo responded.
 
   Finally they managed to reach the plane.  The door to the plane was set so it could only be opened from the inside, but as they reached it the door was pushed open by someone who had clearly been waiting for them from inside.
 
   “Wow, I thought you said it would just be the three of you?”  Donny knew the voice at once, and upon looking up, there stood Michael in the doorway.
 
   “Plans changed a little,” Rogers replied.  “Donny, here’s that third I was talking to you about.”
 
   They filed into the plane as quickly as they could.  First went Silverfist with Jay, then Donny, Rogers, Duke, Juan Pablo, Spark, Zahrah, Hummer, Hammer, Brain, and with a final throw to push back those who were still trying to get at them, Lenny, who grabbed the door and threw it shut behind himself.
 
   Rogers ran to the cockpit and started up the plane.  Donny went with him to make sure everything went smoothly, while the rest of the group waited in the main cabin.  
 
   “We will find you, all of you.  This is not the end.”
 
   The voice came in over the radio.  Captain Williams had made his way into one of the other planes, and was talking to them over the radio.  Rogers ignored it, and began making his take off.  Just before they left, Donny picked up the radio and replied to Captain Williams.
 
   “Captain Williams, this is Donny.  I thought about your proposal, and I’ve made my decision.  My answer is no.  Good luck finding us.”
 
   Their plane took off, and they left the Academy far behind them.
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