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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Mark looked down at the restraints that covered every inch of his body, pinning him to a cold slab of silver steel, and knew that his first day of school could have gone much better.  He strained against his bonds; hands that could crush bricks clenched tightly into fists until his knuckles turned white, pulling upward with all of his monstrous strength, but it was no use.  He was strong, but his captors had dealt with stronger.  Many of his captors were stronger.
 
   A look around the room left Mark wondering what it had initially been designed for.  The walls were a pale blue, almost soothing, in stark contrast to the machines kept inside.  Silver and green dominated the landscape within, the floor scattered with a mixture of medical devices and larger green boxes that looked like they were built to mold metals.  The green paint covering the sides of these large boxes was chipping from overuse, and the patches left behind were black from rust.  Mark wondered if these were used to build the assault weapons that he could see lining the far wall, or perhaps the ammunition.  For a school that has publicly denounced gun use, they certainly keep lots of them around.
 
   Mark closed his eyes to think, realizing there was far too much in this room to distract him.  His mind whirled from the quick events that led him to be held captive, and the desperate need to know why he was being held at all.  He had come to the Academy to be trained by them, the great heroes of his day, to fight on their side.  That very morning, he walked off the plane bubbling with excitement, ready to prove his worth.  Ready to become a soldier.  Their soldier.
 
   This is all a misunderstanding.  I just need to explain to them that I am on their side, Mark reasoned to himself.  Opening his eyes, it was clear that his hopes were unfounded.  If they meant for him to leave, they would never have allowed him into this room.  There were other rooms; there must have been other rooms, where they could have taken him.  This room was full of dark secrets, things the Academy would never want someone to see, especially not a new student.  Yet there he was.  To let him leave now would be to risk the revelation that there was something else going on.
 
   And Mark knew exactly what the hidden underbelly of the Academy held.  The scene he had unwittingly walked in on a short time ago revealed the truth, and there was no turning back from that now.  He knew he could never be their soldier anymore.  If they let him go now, he would have no choice but to reveal what he had seen.  The truth was too dark a secret for him to hide.  He could lie, and pretend he did not understand what he had seen.  He could tell them he agreed with their methods, that he was loyal, and always would be.  But he knew lying to the Academy would be a futile endeavor.  These are the people that train superheroes, and there are more than a few mind readers among them.
 
   Any way he looked at it, his fate would be the same.  He could not leave without exposing what he had learned, and they could not risk holding him indefinitely.  Mark was no longer blind to what they could do, what they would do, to maintain the status quo.
 
   Mark laid his head back against the steel table to wait.  A tear rolled down the side of his face as he waited there to die.
 
    
 
   Chapter 2 – Four Years Earlier
 
    
 
   As the clock clicked to seven a.m., the alarm settings forced the radio to turn on at a higher than comfortable volume, jolting Mark awake.  A song was playing that he was particularly fond of, but that at this very moment, he hoped never to hear again.  The thought that waking up to the radio would be more enjoyable than waking up to an obnoxious screeching buzz sounded good to him when he bought the alarm clock, but the reality of the situation is much different.  There’s no good way to wake up when you are not ready for it.
 
   Mark moved instinctively to hit the snooze button, bringing on the first pangs of discomfort from his exceedingly sore muscles.  All at once he felt it throughout his body, and he longed for the return of that brief moment of sublime ignorance upon first waking, before the body remembers the state it is in.
 
   This marked the fourth straight morning of muscle fatigue, once again growing even more painful than the previous morning, a feat he would not have thought possible before experiencing the awful truth.  Mark dropped his arm back to the bed, which failed in its quest to silence the alarm clock music.  The music had become the lesser of the two evils, and he would willingly endure its blaring wakeup call if it meant he did not have to lift his arm again.  Mark made sure not to do any heavy lifting the day before, in order to rule out exertion as the cause of his pain.  He had hoped to find the cause on his own, or that it would go away naturally, but he began to fear that a trip to a doctor may be necessary.  His father was strongly against taking time off from school for any reason, and this was only Wednesday, but he was not sure he could survive until Friday at the rate he was going.
 
   Mark heard the front door slam shut, and despite the uncertainty of whether his legs would hold him, he slid them off the bed, and proceeded to force himself up.  Loud noises roaring into his ears he could bear, but his father’s anger over him being late to breakfast was something he could not.  The crash of the front door meant his twin sister Elise was back from her morning run.  She ran like clockwork, and Mark knew that if she was arriving home, he should already be downstairs at the table.
 
   Walking to his bedroom door proved that there was no problem with the strength in his legs.  The radiating sting as he used that strength was another story.  Mark stepped forward with his left leg, and a jolt shot up from his heel all the way to his forehead.  He knew there were muscles in the forehead, but he would never have guessed them big enough to feel pain, yet they throbbed momentarily, just like the rest.  A step with his right leg evened out the sensations, allowing both sides of his body to feel the current that bordered on agony.  
 
   The consolation to his journey was found in the diminishing effect of each step.  Whether he was getting used to the pain or it was legitimately decreasing he was unsure, but he would accept it nevertheless.  The stairs started a fresh set of jolts, but he pushed on, and by the bottom he was able to push the pain back enough to keep it from painting a picture across his face.  
 
   Stepping into the kitchen, he could see his father and sister sitting at the table waiting for him, father with stern consternation, and Elise with anxious excitement, reading the heroes section of the newspaper.  It was his sister’s ritual to return from her runs and immediately request the heroes section of the newspaper in order to get caught up on the hero-villain war, and on any youth who had newly discovered a power within themselves.
 
   “Cutting it close this morning, aren’t we?”  Mark’s father asked with a frown on his face.
 
   Mark looked nervously to the clock, and was relieved to watch as it clicked to 7:15.
 
   “No, you made it on time, but when I say breakfast begins at 7:15, I do not mean you should be arriving right at the onset.  What have I told you about being on time?”
 
   “If you’re on time, you’re late,” Mark recounted, then added “I apologize father, it will not happen again.”
 
   A nod from Mark’s father released him, and he sat by his sister, adding toast and eggs to his plate from the communal tray in the middle of the table.  The first forkful of eggs was interrupted by a sing-song squeal emanating from the mouth of his sister, which made Mark long for the comparative peacefulness of his clock-radio.
 
   “Mark!  Father!  A speedster was discovered in Rothlinberg County!  That’s only two hours west of here!” she proclaimed with immense excitement.
 
   Their father slapped his fork down onto his plate.  “I will not have slang in my house, and certainly not at the breakfast table,” he declared angrily, “those who read minds are called Prometheus, those who are strong are called Titans, and what do we call those who are quick?”
 
   “Sorry father, we call them Hermes.  Can we go see him?  Can we, please?” she implored.  Her dream has always been to see a Hermes in action, ever since she began running as a small child.  Among normal humans she was a cross-country star, but Hermes are in a class all their own.
 
   “No we most certainly cannot,” their father responded with finality, “he is not a circus animal, but an individual with a great gift.  When he graduates from the Academy and is assigned as a hero, we can watch him on the news, should he be assigned to our region.  At that point he will be a hero worthy of our admiration, but for now he is merely a young boy with a big future ahead of him.”
 
   Elise turned back to her food, face turning a deep, dark red from the mixture of anger and forced restraint.  Mark was certain she would bubble over one of these days, and he waited to see if the smashing of her dream would be enough to put her over the edge.  He could almost see the debate raging in her mind, but as her eyes softened and the red began to fade, Mark could see that even this would not be enough.  She finished her food in silence, then took her empty plate to the sink, rinsed it off, and left to finish preparing for school.
 
   Mark took a deep breath, and prepared to approach the subject of his muscle pains.  He hated to bring up new or unusual subjects with his father, because his father was never receptive to them.  Their home was run by a strict, calculated schedule, and anything that could cause that schedule to veer off from the normal trajectory is loathsome to him.  Still, the pain was not going away, so he would have to bring it up.
 
   “Father?” Mark began, waiting to make sure he was not interrupting a train of thought or a mental schedule review, or whatever went on inside his father’s head.
 
   “Yes, Mark?”  He replied, laying down his fork and placing his hands on his lap.  He believed it was rude to talk while eating, or to eat while talking.
 
   “I have been having some odd muscle pains the past few days,” Mark stated.  His father looked back at him, unflinching, his “listening” position in full effect.  Mark knew what this meant – his father was waiting for him to get to the point.  Despite his belief that he had already stated the important point, he continued.  “It has gotten worse each of the past few mornings, and is now pretty severe.  I was thinking, maybe, I should see a doctor.”
 
   “Which muscles?” his father shot out.  Mark could see that his father had transitioned from listening mode to intelligence gathering mode.  He hurried to keep up with the questions.
 
   “All of them.”
 
   “The human body cannot feel all its muscles.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “Does your heart hurt?”
 
   “No, my heart feels fine.”
 
   “Your heart is a muscle.”
 
   “Alright, then most of my muscles hurt.”
 
   “When did it start?”
 
   “Sunday morning.”
 
   “What did you do Saturday?”
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary, finished my homework, did my chores, went out with some friends…”
 
   “What did you do with your friends?”
 
   “We played cards.”
 
   His father paused.  Intelligence gathering had ended, and next would come the verdict.  “You do not look sick, and it is clear that you can still function.  Go to school, and if it progresses over the next two days, we will see a doctor Saturday morning.”
 
   Mark supposed he could push through a few more days.
 
    
 
   Mark was fairly successful in keeping the muscle fatigue out of his mind throughout the day, but he still heard the final bell ring with relief, wanting desperately to go home and lay down.  He met Elise in front of the school, and they began their daily hike home.  The school has a policy that all students are to take the buses; their father, however, petitioned to allow his children to get the exercise of a long walk, and their father always got his way.
 
   It was a warm, picturesque spring day, but Mark noticed none of it.  He stretched his right arm out in front of him, and then folded it back, almost touching his shoulder with his hand.  He repeated this action a few times, noting an odd resistance that he had never felt before.  
 
   “Who are you flexing for?”  Elise asked with a laugh, looking around them.
 
   “I’m not flexing, my arms just feel weird,” Mark responded, stretching his arm and folding it once more.  He took two more steps forward before Elise grabbed hold of his left arm to stop him.  Looking up, Mark saw four boys on bicycles riding their way.  The significance was lost on him, until he saw who was leading the group.  Mark did not know his name, but he had seen the boy talking to Elise a few times before, and Elise always walked away from the meetings looking unhappy.
 
   The boys arrived quickly, but instead of riding by, they began to circle Mark and Elise.  The bikes flashed each time they passed by, reflecting the sun as it hung in the sky to their backs.  The leader of the pack began to laugh at them, making snide comments about the looks on their faces.
 
   “What’s the matter Elise?  Aren’t you glad to see us?  Why don’t you come with me, we are going to play some baseball, you can be our cheerleader,” they taunted.
 
   “Please leave us alone,” Mark replied, trying hard to emulate his father’s commanding tone.
 
   “You can do what you please squirt, nobody’s stopping you.  Go ahead home, I just want to talk to Elise.”
 
   Mark stepped forward in front of his sister.  A strong action says more than any words, his father would often say.  The message was clearly received, as the tires screeched, each bicycle stopping for their riders to dismount.  The pack advanced, circling the pair.  The leader stepped forward to face Mark, and leaned in close until they were nose to nose.  “I said, go home,” he repeated challengingly.
 
   Mark heard a yelp from behind him, and he turned to see that one of the boys had grabbed Elise’s arm, and was pulling her away.  As Mark moved to interfere, each of his arms were grabbed as well to hold him back.  Mark remembered that his father had told him never to start a fight, but he also remembered being told that it was his responsibility to protect his sister, and he intended to do that as best he could.  Mark jerked hard on both his arms, and to his relief, neither boy was able to hold him.  He dashed forward and aimed a punch at the face of the boy holding his sister.  At the last moment the boy turned, and his fist instead met the side of the bike helmet covering the boy’s head.  To everyone’s surprise, the helmet shattered beneath his fist, and the boy collapsed into an unconscious heap on the ground.
 
   “You killed him!” one of the boys screamed, tears beginning to well up in his eyes.  In his fury, the boy jumped at Mark with a flying tackle, but Mark just stood there in stupefied disbelief as the boy bounced off, grasping his fist in pain, as its connection with Mark’s jaw resulted in little more than a tickle to Mark.  Another boy pulled a baseball bat out of his bag, and swung at Mark’s face.  Finally Mark had recovered from his stupor enough to react, and he stuck out his hand, catching the top of the bat.  The boy yanked and pulled, but he could not move the bat an inch.  Mark felt the bat beneath his fingers, but it did not feel like wood.  It felt fake, like it was designed to look like a real wooden bat, but was instead a soft cardboard.  The curious feeling of the wood led Mark to begin closing his fingers, and as he did the wood crumbled into splinters beneath his grasp.  Finally the boy was able to pull the remainder of the bat free, and swung hard into Mark’s abdomen, but the result was nothing more than the shattering of the remainder of the bat.
 
   The boys’ fear at last got the better of them, and they ran off, leaving their bikes and their unconscious friend behind.  Noticing the boy still lying on the ground, he turned to his sister.  “Elise, run ahead to the next house to get help.”
 
   She nodded dumbly, unable to look her twin brother in the eye.  Mark watched as she ran off down the road before turning back to the boy on the ground.  Mark scooped him up, surprised once more by his newfound strength, as the boy felt more like a stuffed pillow than a human being.  He ran off after his sister.
 
   Later that night Mark received word that the boy would be alright, the hit to the head knocked him out, but did no permanent damage, thanks in large part to the helmet.  Mark would never return to his old school again, as the next morning his father would begin training his son.  Mark’s entire future had changed in an instant.  He would be trained by his father until the Academy came to take him away, as they did with all the special children.  Mark was destined to train at the world famous Academy, and to one day go forth to defend the world as a hero.  Mark was not a child anymore.
 
   Mark was a Titan.
 
    
 
   Chapter 3 – Present Day
 
    
 
   The sound of the door handle rattling as someone on the other side worked in a key echoed through the room and into Mark’s alert ears.  Whatever their plans for him, they were ready to enact them.  The door swung open silently, and three men walked in.  The front man he recognized immediately as the famous Captain Williams, the head of the Academy, and leader of the hero army.  The way Captain Williams carried himself reminded Mark of his father.  Walking erect, as if his body were only capable of bending at the joints, and reluctantly even there.  His strides were even, carrying him at a constant speed throughout, his head never rising or dipping from its chosen level.  The biggest difference Mark could see between the captain and his father was the smile on Captain Williams’ face.  His father never smiled, not even a fake one like he saw now.  The smile looked almost like it was being forced to be fake, to hover between an honest grin and a flat out mock.
 
   The two who walked behind him were not dressed as formally as the captain, but were wearing white smocks and facemasks.  They looked like doctors ready to perform an operation, yet rougher and somewhat more unkempt.  They looked more like people dressed up as surgeons for a costume party.
 
   “My boy, I must start by welcoming you to the Academy,” Captain Williams began cheerfully.  An edge of excitement twisted Captain Williams’ voice, mixing with the serious formality and overwhelming contentment with which he spoke.  “One of the guards mentioned that you were thinking we had brought you here to kill you.  I wish to put you at ease immediately; we at the Academy do not make it a habit to kill our students.”  The Captain reached out to pat Mark’s arm, but being bound as he was, the captain patted one of the restraints instead, mixing a reassuring gesture with a reminder that they were in full control.
 
   “Before the day is out we intend to return you to your quarters, to allow you to continue on as another one of our privileged students.  We keep our promises, and we promised to train you, so train you we shall.”
 
   Mark listened to Captain Williams, waiting for the catch.  With what Mark had seen, the Academy would have to do something to prevent him from talking.  If they would not kill him, maybe they planned to torture him first.  The doctors had to be there for a reason.
 
   “…I see you have noticed my friends here.  Yes, I suppose they do stand out with the way they are dressed.  You see, you are in the unfortunate position to have witnessed something that we cannot allow you to know.  Even if we could trust you to keep it a secret, we train mind readers at this facility, and there is too great a risk that another student or professor could learn something that we would rather they not know.  So before you leave, my friends here need to perform a simple operation.  There is no need to worry; you will not feel a thing.  In fact, you will not even remember that an operation took place.  We are privileged enough to have found a method of picking memories out of a subjects mind, and erasing them from existence.  So you see, there is no need to worry about your unfortunate discovery, as pretty soon you will remember nothing about it.”
 
   Mark stared up at Captain Williams, eyes wide in horror.  This was worse than death.  He would train and fight for these people having no idea what they had done to him.  He discovered the truth, yet he will be able to do nothing about it.  He will in all likelihood live and die as a tool to these men, these men who perform wicked deeds behind closed doors.
 
   Captain Williams nodded to the doctors, and spinning on his heels, waltzed back through the door from whence they had come.  Mark heard the door knob rattle once more as the key was turned, locking the three of them in once more.
 
   “Please do not do this, anything but this!  Lock me up if you need to, but leave me be, I beg you.”  Mark could see his pleas falling on deaf ears.  He dropped his head back in submission, knowing there was nothing he could do.  “How many people have you done this to?  How many times have you manipulated people, forcing them to know only what you want them to know, and to forget what you want them to forget?”
 
   The doctor, who was preparing to place a mask over Mark’s mouth, stopped.  He blinked rapidly, and it occurred to Mark that the doctor was just as nervous, and possibly more so, than him.  The doctor gathered himself again, placing the mask down over Mark’s mouth, starting the flow of some gas meant to force him into an unconscious state for the operation.  Mark’s vision began to blur, and just before he blacked out completely he heard the doctor answer his question.
 
   “You will be the first.  But don’t worry; we are pretty sure that this will work.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 4 – Two weeks earlier
 
    
 
   When Mark walked into the gymnasium to be tested for admission to the Academy as a Titan, he knew he was ready.  His father had trained him well over the past few years, constantly pushing him to learn how much he could lift, or how long, or how high.  He studied the art of war, various martial arts, team techniques and formations.  Every news story involving a Titan was recorded and watched repeatedly, with every movement broken down into fine detail, tested, perfected, and exceeded.  Elise contributed as well, running with him, monitoring his nutrient intake, working as a check against their father to ensure that the methods of training were as safe as they were effective.
 
   His body also did its part to push him to peak physical form.  Mark had learned that abilities often develop differently from one person to the next, even within the same ability class.  Some Titans grow taller than the rest, while some remain at their normal height.  Sometimes their muscles grow thick and bulky, and sometimes they remain lean and deceiving.  Some Titans become top heavy, while others have a more even spread of muscular development.  Mark’s development combined in such a way that changed him into a formidable, hulking creature.  He often felt like Frankenstein’s monster, drawing stares of wonder and often fear from anyone he passed.  His height increased dramatically, leaving him at a height of six foot four inches, while most of the other boys his age were still a foot or more shorter than him.  His muscles came in thick and even, not bulky, but hard as iron and perfectly toned over every inch of his body.
 
   Despite all of this, his nerves upon entering the testing site made it hard to walk straight.  He knew he would pass, that was not the issue.  The Academy has a policy of automatically accepting anyone who can prove to be a Titan, Hermes, or Prometheus, and there was no doubt of what Mark had become.  He could not put his finger precisely on what made him want to turn and run from the room; maybe it was the knowledge that his years of training with his father had ended, that this was the culmination of all the long days and short nights they had spent preparing.  They had been preparing for this test.  No, Mark corrected himself, we have been preparing for what comes after.
 
   “There he is, there’s the boy I came here to see.”  The woman who spoke rose from her seat at the side of the room and walked beaming over to meet Mark just inside the gymnasium doors.  It was immediately clear that she was a Titan as well, as despite being smaller than Mark, she emanated confidence and strength as he had never before seen outside of the news reels he had studied so rigorously.  It seemed odd to Mark that a fully trained Titan should be administering the tests in his small town.  All that he had learned studying war tactics had led him to the conclusion that such a resource would be better utilized in battle, instead of coming out here to sit in a chair watching hundreds of students try to lift far more than they are capable.  But he has not been trained by the Academy yet – he was sure they knew what they were doing.
 
   “I am here to be tested as a Titan, ma’am.  My name is Mark…”
 
   “I know who you are,” she interrupted with a wave of her hand.  “Relax, this test is more of a formality.  The Academy tends to know who will be accepted long before we come to these schools to see for ourselves.  If someone develops a power, word gets around.”
 
   Her honesty helped to calm Mark, but he knew the knot in his stomach would not unwind until the test was officially over.  He looked past his examiner at the room behind.  He could see dumbbells placed in a circle around the room, starting out small and increasing in size as they circled back to the doorway where they now stood.  The first dumbbell to Mark’s left was only fifty pounds, which confused Mark until he remembered that the vast majority of the time, the child who came in to be tested was not, in fact, a Titan.
 
   “Shall I start here?”  Mark asked, moving over to the fifty pound weight.
 
   “Oh no, there is no need to begin that low with you.  We can start over here, at 200 pounds.”
 
   The 200 pound dumbbell was about halfway through the circle, and as they passed Mark could see that the beginning weights were more for show than for practical testing.  Arriving at the specified weight, Mark waited for further instruction.
 
   “Go ahead, you don’t need to wait for permission,” she said, stepping back and pointing her hand towards the weight on the ground.
 
   “What am I to do with it?”  Mark asked.
 
   “It is just a dumbbell, just lift it up and put it back down,” she responded with a chuckle.
 
   Mark knew what a dumbbell was, but he was surprised that they just wanted him to lift it up.  He had not worked with such a low weight since shortly after his strength began, and even then his father had him count how many reps he could handle.  Mark bent down and rapped his hand over the cool silver handle.  He lifted the weight up over his head, and then lowered it back to the ground with less effort than most people take to lift a television remote.  
 
   “I can see that was still far too easy for you.  Why don’t you tell me, what weight would you like to begin with?”
 
   Mark thought back to his recent workouts.  Being unable to find weights big enough, his father had him lift whatever was around, with the most common tools being felled trees in their back yard.  He did not know what they weighed, as they had no way of measuring them.  “1,000?” Mark responded, more as a question than as a choice.
 
   “1,000?!  You are a confident little guy aren’t you!  1,000 pounds is the largest set of weights we bring to these tests, and we never use them, even on real Titans!  But I suppose you are a real Titan, and I am here to help should it get out of hand, so sure, let’s go ahead and jump right to the big guns!” she bellowed.  There was not a trace of anger in her voice, but rather a pleasure at the prospect.  They marched back toward the doors, stopping just shy at the biggest weights the room had to offer.  Each side of the weights had simple white writing with “1K” facing outward.  
 
   Mark reached down with his right hand to pick up the weight.  “Hold on killer, why don’t you start with two hands on this one, just in case,” she declared skeptically.
 
   Mark slid his left hand in beside his right, and began to lift.  The bar creaked as the weight transferred from the floor to the large hands pulling upward.  The weight was greater than Mark had anticipated, so he bent his knees and lowered his weight to support the strain.  He felt his muscles working as the mass of weight lifted up off the floor.  He lifted the bar to his chest, and then extended his arms upward over his head before lowering them back down to his chest.  Then, just to see if he could, Mark let go with his left hand, and proceeded to lift the weight over his head once more, this time with his right arm alone.  Lowering the bar gently back to the floor, Mark looked up to the Academy representative with satisfaction.
 
   She shook her head at Mark with admiration and respect.  “Welcome to the Academy.  You are going to fit in just fine.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 5 – Present Day
 
    
 
   A chill ran through Mark as he began to wake up.  Though his eyes remained closed, he could tell that he had left the lights on in his room before going to bed.  He scrunched his eyelids shut, trying to block out as much of the light as possible.  He reached out to find his sheets, wanting to pull them up for warmth, but his hand only met air.  He must have kicked them off the bed during the night.
 
   He was unusually groggy this morning, and could not help but wonder if he was coming down with a cold.  His stomach turned with a slight nausea.  Mark decided to wait until Elise got home to get up this morning.  He could not recall what day it was, but as his father has not woken him yet, it must be Sunday.  He raised his arm over his eyes to block the light, and waited for the slamming of the door that would signify his sister’s return from her morning run.  He could faintly remember the oddest dream, where he was strapped to a steel table, waiting for an operation he did not want.  Mark shifted his head, and noticed that his bed felt unusually hard.  Almost as if…
 
   The chill returned, but no longer a result of the cold.  Mark stopped and listened, fearing to open his eyes.  There was no movement from the room around him, but he thought he could hear a faint, hurried breathing coming from somewhere nearby.
 
   Sliding his arm slowly off his face, Mark looked around.  To his horror he found himself in the same room he remembered from his nightmare.  But it was not a dream, it had been real.  He looked to his left to see three men sitting in chairs, watching him with a mix of expressions.  The hurried breathing came from the lead doctor, the last face Mark had seen as he went under.  The doctor twisted his hands on his lap, unable to keep still.  His nerves had clearly worsened from what Mark had seen before the operation.  In the middle sat Captain Williams, a crooked smile of curiosity and pleasure on his face.  To his right sat a man Mark had never seen before, but who’s expression was the most alarming of the three due to its apparent lack of interest.  This third man looked calm, almost serene, and stared unblinkingly at Mark’s face.  Mark was certain there was a danger in that stare, and half expected to split in two under the powerful gaze.
 
   Mark looked back, hating these men for what they had done to him.  He remembered where he was now, at the mercy of these men, these cruel men who had bound and operated on him.  He remembered fighting against them in the halls, trying desperately to free himself from two fully trained Titans, and the sight he had witnessed that made his capture a necessity.
 
   He remembered!
 
   The significance of this fact flooded upon him.  The operation had failed!  Mark breathed deep with relief, wondering what had gone wrong, and what they would do with him now.  Even if the result was death, he would accept that fate over the cruelty which they had intended for him.
 
   “The memory remains,” the calm man declared, never wavering from the hold his eyes held on Mark.
 
   Mark tensed up at the words.  He knew they would find out, but the realization of who this third man was hit Mark with a dark intensity.  This man was a Prometheus, and the unblinking gaze meant that he was in Mark’s head, pulling out his thoughts for his enemies to hear.  While this man remained with them, even Mark’s thoughts were not his own.
 
   “How do you feel?” Captain Williams asked evenly.  Curiosity hung in each word, but Mark knew it was not for his well-being.
 
   “Vengeful,” Mark replied angrily.  His situation could not get any worse than what it was, and the truth was available to them without his response.  He would at least get the satisfaction of speaking his mind, if they would be reading it anyway.
 
   “Understandable.  Can you tell me what you witnessed earlier today?” he asked evenly.
 
   “You know exactly what I witnessed, and it looks like you failed to pull it out of me,” he replied proudly, mocking them for their attempt.
 
   Captain Williams looked to the Prometheus, who supplied a single nod.  “We’ll see,” he replied, leaning back against his chair patiently.  The captain’s sustained confidence restored the worry in Mark, and his proud smile faded.
 
   “Do you recognize this man?” he asked, pointing to the nervous doctor, who began wringing his hands together ever faster.  
 
   Unable to come up with a snide remark, Mark chose not to answer.  Of course he recognized that man.  Recognized him, and hated him.
 
   “Do you recognize me?” the captain continued in an even tone.
 
   Again Mark remained silent.  Of course he recognized him.  How could he forget the man who orchestrated this whole charade?  His hatred for the doctor in no way matched his hatred for Captain… Captain…
 
   “He forgets your name,” the Prometheus responded, to the captain’s delight.
 
   No, I do not, I just… I just cannot recall it right now…his name is…is…  
 
   “He is losing the memory of his sister,” Mark heard the Prometheus say.  The captain shot a look to a man sitting next to him wearing white.  How long had that man been sitting there?  Mark could see beads of sweat starting to trickle down his face.  Mark wondered what was wrong with this man – was something wrong?
 
   “He is not supposed to forget his sister,” the man in the middle said.  Who is not supposed to forget their sister?  Mark knew they could not be talking about him, as he had no sister.  Or did he?
 
   “What is your name? What are you doing here?” the man asked.
 
   “My name is Mark.  I’m sorry, am I not supposed to be in here?” Mark asked, looking around him.  
 
   “You are fine.  Do you know where you are?”
 
   “Of course, I am at the Academy.  I am here to be trained as a hero.”
 
   Mark could not decipher his thoughts.  What was this room?  How did he get here?  He looked to the three strange men, and was relieved.  They looked as confused as he was, so whatever was happening, at least he was not alone.  But he recognized the man sitting in the middle.  He had seen him somewhere before.
 
   Marks thoughts shot to the scene he had seen earlier that day.  Of course!  He had witnessed something, something the Academy had not wanted him to see.  That is where he had seen this man before!
 
   The realization of what was happening hit Mark.  I must remember what I had seen!  He struggled to keep the events of that day straight.  If he should forget all else, he must remember that day!  Mark closed his eyes, trying to focus.  He struggled to stay calm, to keep his thoughts focused on his first day at the Academy.  
 
   The day started with the flight landing in front of the school…
 
    
 
   Chapter 6 – That morning
 
    
 
   Mark was jolted awake by the plane touching down on a hard runway.  He had intended to watch the arrival out the side window, in order to observe the Academy upon their approach.  He wanted to see it from above, to get a feel for the size of the campus, to relish the start of a new future, a future destined for greatness.
 
   His disappointment was short lived, as a quick glance out his window revealed the marvelous stone front of the main building.  Pillars lined the front, tall columns of smooth white marble, holding up a stretch of roof with magnificent decorations.  Mark stared in awe at the intricate depictions of chariot races, followed by great heroes vanquishing monstrous foes.  One hero caught his eye, as it reminded him of himself, with the exception of the hideous severed head that he clasped proudly in his left hand, and the majestic sword in his right.
 
   Mark turned back to look at the fellow inhabitants of his plane.  They were all leaning eagerly towards the windows, craning for a view, for a glimpse at the legendary Academy where they will spend the next seven years training.  The heroes out on that roof were the heroes of the past.  Inside this plane were the heroes of the future.
 
   Deboarding the plane was a frantic process, with the new students hurrying to get off as quickly as they could, which of course made the process take twice as long. Upon exiting the plane, students were divided into three groups, one for each ability, in order to begin their tours of the school.  Mark could see that a few of the Titans had buddied up, but he was not worried.  He knew that at the end of the tour they would be directed to their barracks, where all the first year Titans would room together.  He would have plenty of time to get to know the other students later.
 
   Mark was enthralled by all that their tour guide had to say.  He described the history of the school, and although the history was brief, it was full of amazing victories.  He learned about the sudden, mysterious rise of the Villains, when they first began to terrorize humanity.  When all seemed lost, the Heroes, led by the legendary Captain Williams, offered humanity a chance.  They created the Academy and began training powerful youths, giving them a purpose, a chance to protect humanity.
 
   As the tour moved through the part of the school that was home to the administration offices, Mark noticed a man pushing a cart full of supplies quickly through a door.  The cart was covered by a sheet, keeping its contents hidden.  Mark thought nothing of this at first, but as the cart rattled through the doorway, he noticed a small metallic piece slip off the cart.  The man clearly did not notice, as he continued through the doorway and out of sight.  The tour had stopped momentarily for their guide to describe the architectural significance of the hallway, so Mark ran down the hall to return the item to the man.
 
   Reaching the item, Mark was at a loss as to what he was picking up.  It looked a little like a tool that a dentist would use to scrape a customer’s teeth, except that it was much longer and sharper.  Whatever it was, he was sure the man would not want to lose it, so he went through the doorway after him.  Mark had expected to see a room inside, but instead there was a hallway moving back past the offices.  At the very end of the hall he could see the man pushing the card through another doorway.  Mark called out, but a loud drilling noise coming out of the room swallowed his voice, rendering it effectively useless.  Mark could see a card access scanner by the doorway, and knew that if he let the door close behind this man, he would not be able to get in to hand over the dropped device.  Mark ran down the hallway, catching the door just as it was about to close.  He pulled the door back open and rushed inside.  What he witnessed inside stopped him in his tracks.
 
   He suddenly knew what the drilling sound was, as well as the purpose of the tool that he held in his hand.  All at once he discovered their secret.  He saw something despicable.  He saw something terrible.  He saw something that can only be described as pure evil.
 
   But he could no longer remember what that something was.
 
   That memory was gone.
 
    
 
   Chapter 7 – Present Day
 
    
 
   He looked around at the office in which he sat.  It was a pretty office.  A man in a grey uniform sat behind a desk, working on some paperwork, while another man stared at him, sitting across the room in a stiff green outfit.  
 
   “His thoughts have stabilized,” the man in the green outfit said.  He wanted to respond, but was not sure what the green man meant.  A response became unnecessary, as the grey man responded for him.
 
   “Ah, well that is a relief.  Still breathing?” the grey man asked.  The young man took a deep breath, answering the question for both the grey man and himself.
 
   “Wonderful!” the grey man exclaimed, clapping his hands together.  The young man beamed with pride.  Breathing must be something to be proud of.
 
   “Now,” the grey man continued, “are you ready to answer my question?”
 
   The young man stared blankly ahead.  He could remember no question, but could not think of how to tell the man in grey this.  Luckily, the green suited man intervened on his behalf.  “He just started successfully forming new memories a minute ago.  Most memories before that point have been wiped.”
 
   The man in grey smiled.  The young man liked the look of his smile, it made him feel safe.
 
   “I guess I will have to fill in the blanks then,” the grey man responded.  “My name is Captain Williams, and you have come here to this Academy to be trained.  You have a gift, an amazing gift of strength, and that makes you very special.  You have come here in order to learn how to use that strength for good.  You do want to do good, don’t you?”
 
   The young man nodded vigorously.  He liked this Captain Williams immensely.  He made him feel good about himself.
 
   “You wandered away from your tour group, but it is alright, because you have done nothing wrong.  I am going to bring you back to your room, and soon you will be able to begin your classes.  Does that sound good to you?”
 
   Again, the young man’s head moved frantically up and down.
 
   “Wonderful!  Off we go then!”  Captain Williams stood up and motioned the young man out of the office.  Before stepping out he turned back, addressing the green man who still sat inside.  “Tell the doctor that the operation was a success, despite the unfortunate side effects.  We will just have to save this as a last resort.”
 
   The young man was sorry to hear that someone had needed an operation.  He tried to tell Captain Williams this, but he again could not find the words, so he stayed silent.  Exiting the office, the young man was relieved when they turned left.  He could not figure out why, but there was a door down the hall to the right that scared him.
 
   They walked in silence through the halls for a while, with the good Captain Williams looking up with a smile at times, but never speaking a word.  Captain Williams soon stopped their procession, just outside of a big doorway.  Captain Williams turned to him again with another reassuring smile.
 
   “This is the room that you will share with the other first year male Titans, the other students who are strong like you.  Before I leave you here, do you have any questions for me?”
 
   The young man felt like he should say yes, as there were many things he did not understand, but he could not come up with a particular question to ask.  He shook his head slowly.
 
   Captain Williams nodded, and then led the way inside.  There was a group of muscular boys inside the room, most of whom were either laughing, joking, or arm wrestling with each other.  One boy who was a little bigger than the rest noticed them walk in, and jumped to his feet, hollering “attention.”
 
   All the other boys jumped up and stood by their beds, with arms straight by their sides and heads held high in the air.  The young man who had entered with Captain Williams felt tiny, despite being a full head taller than most of the other boys.
 
   “Bruiser, this boy wandered off during the tours earlier, and missed the majority of the day’s orientation.  See that he is taken care of.  He is a special case, however I do not want him bothered by the other students.  His strength makes him a hero, so we will train him as such, despite any and all mental handicaps he may have.”
 
   “Understood Captain Williams sir, I will make sure he feels welcome here, and personally deal with any student who attempts to delay the process.”
 
   Captain Williams nodded, gave the young man a pat on the shoulder, then turned and walked out of the room.  The large boy to whom Captain Williams had spoken, who the young man assumed must be called Bruiser, called “at ease” and the other boys simultaneously relaxed.  Bruiser walked up to the young man with a reassuring smile.
 
   “Don’t worry, we have a good group of boys here, you will not be picked on by this lot.  Even if they wanted to, I can see that you are a Titan even among Titans, and they will have to respect you for that.  What is your name?”
 
   The young man thought for a moment.  Of course, he thought to himself, that’s what I should have asked Captain Williams!  The young man shrugged, catching Bruiser by surprise.  Suppressing a smile, Bruiser responded carefully, noticing that this appeared to be a difficult question for the new youth.
 
   “Alright, not to worry, everyone gets a nickname sooner or later.  How about we just call you Lenny for now?  You may not get the reference, but it’s the name of a character from a book.  The character is really strong, and has a good heart – in many ways you remind me of him.”
 
   Lenny, he thought.  I like the sound of that.  He smiled wide, nodding his head.
 
   “Great!  Alright then, Lenny, I have a few things I need to finish up, so why don’t you take that bed over there, and I will come get you once I am finished, and we can review what you missed, alright?”
 
   Lenny nodded once more, and marched over to the bed, the bottom bed in a bunk.  He plopped down, glad that he now had a name, a purpose, and a bed.  Lenny looked up at the wooden beams that held the top bunk in place.
 
   With a smile, he thought how lucky he was to have the honor of learning at such a fine school.
 
    
 
   THE END.
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