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Chapter 1: Lazarus
 
   Jack hated Navy ships, every Weaver did.  Too many clashing emotions churning within them.  If anything else had been responsible for the summons he could have taken the time to arrange a private transport, but there was no avoiding Lazarus.  The jumbled mass of emotions became rigid as the multitude of feelings shifted into an overwhelming sense of fear – the ship had to be jumping now.  A lesser Weaver would have been forced to the ground or started crying out in pain at the sudden rush of such emotions, but Jack was beyond such things.  He had endured far worse.  It helped that he knew the source of their fear and, although he’d never admit it openly, shared in it.  Somewhere in the ship the Wall was slowly carving it in two.
 
   As if merely thinking its name had summoned it, the Wall penetrated the cabin ahead.  Jack took a deep breath and steadied himself as it approached.  What had moments ago been the firm metal of his cabin was now a transparent pane granting him an unobstructed view of the black abyss of space lingering just outside the ship.  He knew intellectually the necessity of the jump drive, and that the Commonwealth couldn’t exist without it, but as the black stillness inched closer he couldn’t help but dread it.  The Wall was the division between here and there, with Jack’s half slowly entering the Wall while the front sections of the ship waited some light-years ahead.  As it made contact he shivered as the unsettling sensation moved through him.  One single miscalculation, one unexpected flux in conditions and the Wall could collapse, slicing him in two.  At least that would be a quick death.  Far worse mishaps had occurred.
 
   As the Wall passed over him he was greeted with the supreme sense of relief that filled the crew.  Jack smiled to himself.  It didn’t matter how many jumps a crew had made, seeing the Wall always tore away at their confidence.  Always.  They might hide their fear from each other but not from him; no one could, not from a Master Weaver.  However, there was more to this relief than usual.  Every successful jump was greeted by such emotions, but these were deeper – richer.  The ship had arrived at its destination.  There wouldn’t be any more jumps.  Jack had reached Lazarus.
 
   Wanting to avoid thoughts of his summons, he fiddled with his chair’s control panel until the nearby monitor sprang to life with an external view of the ship.  The proud Navy ship was gracefully gliding silently through the inky blackness, approaching the station in orbit above Tricra.  Even at this distance Jack could make out the Independent Traders Union emblem proudly illuminated above every docking grid. Hanging like dim stars haloing the station were dozens of ships in their holding patterns.  He could feel their frustrations at the edge of his awareness.  Jack’s arrival had delayed many traders.  For the ITU to bow to the will of the government to this extreme reinforced the importance of his mission.  It comforted Jack that his ship was docking much faster than usual, and those frustrated captains would be back to their routines shortly.
 
   The ship shook a bit as the docking seals locked on.  Jack collected his equipment and left his cabin.  Walking down the endless corridors of the ship, Jack made his way to the nearest disembarking chamber.  Every now and then Jack caught a crewmember scurrying out of sight, as if staying out of sight would conceal them from a Master Weaver.  Typical thinking of the Navy – appearance was everything.  They paraded around in their neatly pressed uniforms in their gleaming white ships as troopers did the real work on the worlds below.
 
   Reaching the chamber he found it lined with armed guards dressed in neatly pressed uniforms.  The way they moved betrayed them for Protectorates, glorified law enforcement from the planet pretending to be troopers.  The two columns saluted and kept a distance farther than was respectable.  Their nervousness was overbearing.  Ignoring them completely, Jack continued on through without hesitation.  Their nervousness had shifted to palpable fear and he didn’t want to endure it any longer than necessary.  Much to his annoyance, the Protectorate group fell into formation behind him and followed like some sort of homecoming parade.
 
   Emerging into the ITU station Jack found it evacuated; not a single civilian or maintenance worker was on this half of the station.  The grandiose hall was obviously designed for the flowing of thousands of passengers through it.  Without the hustle and bustle, Jack could take in the overly tall architecture that was so inefficient on an orbiter but served its purpose of reminding the stations’ patrons of the power of the ITU – they could afford the wasted space.
 
   “Weaver Davis.  You’re late,” a voice shouted from the far end of the hall near the drop pods.
 
   Jack smiled.  Despite the distortion caused by the room, he knew that voice.  Instead of heading toward the voice, Jack started marching in a quick pace that was almost a run, making quick, random ninety-degree turns.  The Protectorates in formation behind him struggled to keep up, and Jack could hear the burst of laugher from across the hall.
 
   “Okay, okay, I get it, Jack.  Landing Escort dismissed!” the voice shouted between chuckles.
 
   At once the Protectorate formation behind Jack dropped to the ground, huffing and puffing out of breath.  No trooper worth their training would allow such a disgraceful display.  Satisfied with himself, Jack headed to the drop pods.  As he expected, Nathan was standing near a waiting pod, his personal guards already stiffening uneasily at Jack’s approach.  Government men from the looks of them.
 
   “What’s with the formality, Director Bloom?” Jack asked, entering the pod.
 
   “It’s this whole mess, Jack.  It has everyone on edge.” Nathan shrugged, entering behind Jack.
 
   “I told you to shut down Lazarus years ago, Nathan.”
 
   Nathan waved off the armed guards standing outside, and at once the drop pod detached from the station and started to fall to the planet below.
 
   “I should have listened to you, Jack, but what’s done is done.  But now isn’t the time for ‘I told . . .”
 
   “I told you so.”
 
   “Yes you did, but you can, and I’m sure will, gloat later.”
 
   “How much wasn’t in the summons, Nathan?”
 
   “Quite a bit; couldn’t trust normal channels for this one.”
 
   “Surely you don’t suspect moles.”
 
   “Not likely, but we can’t trust anyone with this information.  I had to pull some serious strings to bring you in on this.” 
 
   “Thank you?  At any rate, how did you get the ITU on board?”
 
   “We didn’t.  We demanded they clear the station for your arrival without so much as a hint why.”
 
   “And of course your silence spoke volumes.”
 
   “The joys of politics,” Nathan said as he shook his head in dismay.  “The less we say, the worse they think it is.  I was never cut out for political doublespeak.  I could have certainly used you around here.”
 
   “You know I can’t read minds.”
 
   “I know that, Jack, but you can tell when they feel wrong, when they know they are lying.”
 
   “That raises the question of if they ever speak the truth.”
 
   “Touché.  I hope I didn’t interrupt anything big.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that, Nathan.  Nothing exciting for a while.  They got me on babysitting duty, schooling the young Weavers.”
 
   “Ironic.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “That’s what I need you for.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were married.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   The pod came to gentle rest in an alcove on the top of a large tower in the center of a facility that was clearly designed by the artistically challenged drones of the military.  Colorless walls outlined square boxes that were no doubt just cramped enough to suit the purpose they were designed for.  Armed Protectorates lined the landing pad, anxiously scanning the horizon, oblivious to the drop pod.  Nathan motioned for Jack to follow him into the elevator before the guards took too much notice of them.
 
   “Security always this tight?”  Jack asked as the elevator started its descent.
 
   “Hardly.  Not one success in hundreds of years.  Lazarus caught us with our pants down.”
 
   “Skipping the obvious I told you so, I’m guessing this time it really worked.  What did you bring back?”
 
   “Not what, Jack, who.  And to answer that question, we don’t really know.”
 
   “How can you not know?  Wasn’t someone running the thing?”
 
   “Yes, and it was under constant surveillance, too.”
 
   “So how can you not know?”
 
   “Because the whole thing went nova on us. Most of the staff were killed, and the mainframe with all the stored information was obliterated.  I was lucky to be offsite begging for more funds when it happened.”
 
   The elevator came to an abrupt halt after a time too short for it to have reached the base of the tower.  The doors opened to the sound of blaring alarms and flashing lights.  Impossible to hear Nathan, Jack nodded and followed silently.  Specialists in hazard suits were taking readings while work crews were welding together loose bits of scrap metal.  What had once been the neat, orderly hallways of the facility were now warped with massive scorch markings everywhere.  Taking in his surroundings and shifting through the anxious emotions of the work crews, Jack lost track of Nathan.
 
   Looking ahead, he found Nathan standing still, staring off down the hallway.  Jack could feel the regret and sorrow from his old friend.  Standing beside him, Jack was overwhelmed.  There was nothing beyond where they stood; below was a large empty cavern.  A massive, empty sphere was below; sparks falling from the damaged power grid illuminated the remaining warped and twisted walls and bulkheads.  It was as if some creature had taken a bite out of the underbelly of the facility.  Nathan led Jack down a series of hastily assembled ladders and bridges.  As they descended further into the emptiness, the blazing lights and alarms faded into the distance.
 
   “I’m surprised this place is still standing,” Jack said in awe when he was sure Nathan could hear him clearly.
 
   “Thankfully, we chose one of the old fortresses left over from the Great War to house the research complex.  If we hadn’t, Tricra itself would have been destroyed.”
 
   “You can’t be serious, Nathan.  Surely that’s an exaggeration.”
 
   “That is one of the only facts we are certain of at this point.  The portal made a stable link for the first time.  However, almost at once matter started to pour out of the gateway, before anyone could . . .” 
 
   “Wait, Nathan.  Matter poured out of the Lazarus gate?  I’m not a temporal engineer, but I know my basics.  Isn’t that impossible?”
 
   “Not impossible, but highly improbable.  There were events with the Chronos gate of emissions and unusable links, but those problems were solved a long time ago.  Supposedly, all contingencies of unusable links were banned in the mainframe long before either of us was born.”
 
   “And yet here we stand.  I always had a bad feeling about Lazarus but never dreamed it would end up like this.”
 
   “None of us did, Jack.  Even the doomsayers are in stunned silence.”
 
   “So what happened after the stable link?”
 
   “Well, before anyone realized what was happening, a massive explosion erupted from the gate.  Apparently the explosion triggered a failsafe in the fortress, and it rerouted the entirety of the Lazarus power grid.”
 
   “Rerouted it to what?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine.  The explosion killed anyone near enough to hazard an educated guess and destroyed any evidence left over.  The point is, whatever it was that the failsafe did, it saved us all.  The orbiting scanners all came up the same, an “unknown energy signature.”  Then they fried out.  That energy signature was off the charts, more than enough to envelop the entire planet.  But in the end, this cavern is the extent of the damage.”
 
   “I’ll never make fun of our worrywart ancestors again.  However, that still doesn’t explain why you summoned me here, officially no less.”
 
   “I didn’t know who else to turn to.  When I came back to the facility it was in chaos.  Dead bodies were everywhere, and the military was swarming over the place.  I never want to go through that again.”
 
   “Nathan . . .”
 
   “It’s all right Jack; I’ve gotten over the worst of it.  I brought you here because you might stand a chance where we’ve all failed.”
 
   “Failed?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “At the base of the pit we found something, someone.  We can’t even get close to it.”
 
   They had reached the end of the catwalks.  Large groupings of containment tents lined the floor of the chamber.  Jack had seen similar tents used in training scenarios.  Despite their fragile appearance, they were quite sturdy and created a clean room environment in their interiors.  Nathan lifted a flap and entered; Jack followed with questions still remaining.  The two stood still in the makeshift room as it purged them of outside contaminates.  Scientists and armed guards filled the tents, too busy with their tasks to notice the two newcomers.  Jack instantly realized the guards were elite troopers from the military.  The few who bothered to return his glances showed no fear of the Weaver.  Nathan led him deeper toward the center of the grouping.  Ahead, Jack noticed heavy weapons platforms, enough to hold off an assault even from the ancient enemy long since gone from the Great War.  The platforms ringed a large dome.  It was a semi-transparent material that wafted in the small breeze of the clean room ventilation.  Nathan stood just behind the weapons and their operators.  Staring into the dome, Jack could make out a small form.
 
   “It’s a baby, Jack.”  Nathan answered Jack’s questioning gaze.
 
   “All this for a baby?”
 
   “A baby found at the center of an explosion powerful enough to take out an entire planet.”
 
   “This is what you brought me here for?”
 
   “You know your unusual abilities don’t bother me, but the fact remains.  Of all the Weavers, you are the strongest.  If anyone stands a chance of reaching that child, it’s you.”
 
   “It’s a Weaver?”
 
   “Doubtful.  We can’t get any closer than this, but it is not an emotional thing.  It’s almost like there is a wall around it we can’t detect that inhibits movement.”
 
   “If that’s the case, then what do you expect me to do?”
 
   “We can’t get any closer, but you can.  Maybe you can calm it down, or just see what it’s feeling.  Anything would be an improvement.”
 
   Jack stared at Nathan for a moment, and then, taking a deep breath, took a step toward the dome.  Nathan, the scientists, and every trooper in the tents held their breath.  Reaching outward, Jack started sifting through the minds and feelings, separating those around him from the target.  Stretching his awareness farther in, Jack closed in on the infant.  Suddenly it reached out for him.  Jack could feel its presence, but there were no emotions, only the overwhelming sensation of something watching him.  Jack tried to explore deeper, but the presence disappeared, the dome collapsed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Walking down the street, Jack scanned the blue sky overhead with its light cloud cover.  Tricra was a perfect world, never too hot, never too cold, and never any bad weather.  Maybe that was why Jack hated it.  Jack had lived his life on the edge of the Commonwealth, his assignments taking him from one rim world to the next.  Sometimes the seasons were harsher than he expected, or the days longer, or the temperatures extreme, but it all gave the world personality.  Not Tricra.  Every day was the same.  Of course it was a formed world; all the core worlds were, completely altered by the machines of the Commonwealth from barely habitable rocks into approximations of perfection.  Or perhaps Jack hated Tricra because it reminded him of the child, perfect at first glance, but somehow hollow.
 
   Jack rounded a corner and made his way up the steps of the institute.  It had been nearly eleven years since the child was recovered, and it was still an enigma.  At first the military had tried to get a hold of the child, but the Lazarus facility had been under the jurisdiction of the government.  It had been a short custody battle, the troopers of the military against the lawyers of the Commonwealth.  The lawyers won.  To appease the higher-ups in the military, a representative was chosen to oversee every aspect of the child’s existence, from examinations to potty training – not exactly the highest point in Jack’s career.
 
   Jack presented his identification to the guards of the institute and made his way to his office.  The institute was technically a hospital dealing with mental breakdowns.  In truth, it was more of a retreat for the privileged who would stop by when they felt overly stressed.  Jack was listed as a physician, of all things, but the title granted him access to any test he wanted to run on the child with a minimum of questions, so Jack endured it.  Jack sat at his desk and pulled up a report from the last gambit of tests that he had ordered.  Just as the countless ones before them, the results were disappointing.  No matter what test Jack ran, it always ended the same way, not one defect or abnormality.  The child was just a normal little boy.
 
   “You are late.  You are always late.  Why is that?” a small voice asked from behind Jack
 
   Startled, Jack jumped out of his chair and swung around to face the voice.  It was the child from Lazarus, staring innocently at him from the windowsill.  In the eleven years Jack had held this assignment, he had never gotten used to the child’s ability to sneak up on him.  As a Weaver, Jack took for granted knowing where every emotional being was within a certain distance, but this boy gave Jack nothing to sense.
 
   “I’ve asked you not to sneak up on me,” Jack said irritably as he returned to his seat.
 
   “I seem to scare you even when I try not to,” the boy said, rounding Jack’s desk and taking a seat that was too big for him.
 
   “So you were trying to sneak up on me.”
 
   “Maybe a little.”
 
   “Now, Brent, we’ve talked about this.”
 
   “Why are you always late?”
 
   “Because I don’t take the mass transit system like the others.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Let’s just say I have a thing with crowds and leave it at that.”
 
   “Are we going to run more tests today?”
 
   “Yes, Brent, we are.  Is that a problem?”
 
   “Not really, but it would not be nice to skip the party.”
 
   “Party? What party?”
 
   “The going away party for that sad doctor, the one who gives me shots.”
 
   “Well we can’t miss a party, now can we, Brent.”
 
   “It would not be polite.”
 
   “All right then, for today, just today, we’ll skip the tests.”
 
   With that, Brent got up from his seat, saluted Jack, and calmly walked out into the hallway.  Jack had never seen the boy run or play like a normal child, always moving in a cool and collected manner.  At first they had simply called the child Lazarus after the project, but when the child grew old enough to speak, he protested the name.  He said that people acted strangely when they learned his name, and he wanted a better one.  The doctors on call gave dozens of suggestions, but the child turned down each.  The child then stared at Jack expectantly.  The only name that Jack could bring to mind was that of his late father, Brent Davis.  The child nodded and asked everyone to call him Brent from that point on.
 
   Following in the direction of Brent’s departure, Jack made his way to the doctor’s lounge.  Jack wondered why no one had told him about Doctor Humphrey’s departure.  He wasn’t really part of the staff, but he had been around long enough to get on the good side of most of the real physicians.  Jack had already sensed the large group of people and their merriment, but at a facility like this, it wasn’t so out of place to draw attention to itself.  Entering the lounge, Jack found the majority of the staff chatting to one another over various sweets.  The varying emotions of the group were starting to give Jack a small headache.  Jack was used to the headaches, but something else was bothering him, something he couldn’t put his finger on.  Deciding to get to the heart of the matter, Jack made his way through the crowd to Doctor Humphrey.  She was smiling and laughing with the rest of the staff.
 
   “So, I hear you are leaving us.”  Jack tried to sound pleasant.
 
   “I am.  Sorry to say it, but this is my last day.  Sorry for not telling you.  It was a sudden reassignment.”  Doctor Humphrey was honestly disappointed to be leaving.
 
   “It’s no problem.  I understand . . .” 
 
   “Of course he does,” a man shouted over Jack, his emotions jumbled enough to indicate intoxication.  “A rugged sailor of the stars!  Never staying in one port for more than a night!”
 
   “I think Richard is drunk!”  Doctor Humphrey giggled.
 
   “I am not!  I assure you I’m perfectly fine.  It’s the rest of you.  You are all far too sober.”
 
   The group broke into laughter.  Jack made his way to an edge of the room and took a seat.  Searching the room, he found Brent sitting on the other side of the room, watching the doctors and staff members enjoy their party.
 
   “I’m going to miss Janet.”  Jack overheard a group of nearby nurses.
 
   “I never would have thought it; she was so cold when she first got here.”
 
   “I know, but she really warmed up to this place.”
 
   “Just when we are really getting to know her, she has to leave.  It’s not fair.”
 
   With sudden inspiration Jack jumped from his seat.  The nearby doctors turned to look at the commotion.  Jack recognized the faces, but they were different somehow.  That thing that had been tugging at him since he entered the lounge was now literally staring him in the face – the doctors had changed.
 
   Running back to his office, Jack pulled up classified personnel files.  Scanning through them as quickly as possible, he found what he was looking for.  This facility was basically a retreat, not just for patients but also for doctors.  Mental fatigue, stress, breakdowns, and depression – half the staff were in worse condition than the patients.  Doctor Humphrey was leaving the facility because she was cured.  She had been transferred into the facility after an attempted suicide.  The women Jack had just talked to would never commit suicide.  In fact, Jack would swear she couldn’t commit suicide; it wasn’t possible for her anymore.  Those kinds of emotions simply weren’t in her. Searching through the personnel files, Jack found one case after another of complete reversals, doctors and nurses at the end of their ropes in a better mental condition than they had ever been before.  Brent’s comment rang in Jack’s head, “that sad doctor.”
 
   “You know I would not be able to sneak up on you if you arrived as early as the others,” Brent said, entering Jack’s office.
 
   “You mean the other doctors.”
 
   “You are not a doctor.”
 
   “Oh?  What makes you say that, Brent?”
 
   “You can’t be a doctor; I like you.”  The boy smiled.
 
   Jack was forced to blink.  Brent had smiled.  He couldn’t feel any emotions, but somehow Jack knew the boy’s gesture was genuine.  For the first time in a very long time, Jack felt fear.
 
   “I’m not that scary, am I?”  Brent asked sincerely.
 
   Jack was lost for words; a shiver ran down his spine.  What was Brent capable of?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Unforgivable.  To make Jack wait this long when he had such important news.  In the last six years everything had changed.  Brent was growing in unexpected ways, and Jack knew that action must be taken quickly before it was too late.  Above the entryway a view screen sprung to life; Jack was finally being allowed to see the council.  The eight council members were seated in a semicircle behind a raised desk that elevated them above the platform Jack was to speak from.  A cute trick officials often employed to give them a psychological advantage; looking down on the speaker reinforced their power.  Tricks like this were pointless with Jack; he could feel their anxiety and they knew that.
 
   “Weaver Davis, we have granted you this audience out of respect for the accord reached over the handling of the Lazarus child.”  A council member sitting in the center of the semicircle started, apparently the leader of the group. 
 
   “What urgent matter do you bring before us today, Weaver?” The council member on the far right asked.  There was a strange worry in him.
 
   “The Lazarus child, the one we call Brent, must be relocated immediately.”  Jack wasted no more time getting to the point.
 
   “Relocated where?”  The head council member did not trust Jack.
 
   “Brent is to be moved to an academy.  This must be done immediately; time is short.” Jack answered.
 
   “Why are you intent on this?  Trying to get the child into the hands of the military?”
 
   “Squabbles over the child’s ownership are pointless.  He must be moved to an academy; it is the only place we can teach him.”
 
   “Teach him what?  We’ve granted you access to the full resources of Tricra.  Are you saying that an academy has better instructors than Tricra?”
 
   “In certain fields, yes.”
 
   “So you want to teach the boy how to kill, is that it?”
 
   “No, council member, I want to teach the boy control, so he doesn’t kill.”
 
   “Is the boy dangerous?”  The far right council member broke into the conversation, his fear increasing.
 
   “Not yet, council member, but I fear he may be soon.”  Jack wondered at the fear of the far right council member; he knew something.
 
   “What makes you think that, Weaver?”  The head council member disliked being interrupted.  “We’ve reviewed your findings and there is no indication the boy is dangerous in any way.”
 
   “I believe Brent is a Weaver, but not like any we have seen before.  If I’m right, he could be more dangerous than any weapon.”
 
   The council was shocked by the news, save for the far right member.  How could he have known?  Jack had been careful to omit any mention of Weaver-like abilities in his reports.  The only thing people feared and misunderstood more than jump drives were Weavers.
 
   “That is disturbing news, Weaver.  However, the military doesn’t hold monopoly over Weavers.”  The head council member felt sure of his decision; the others were starting to worry.  “If this Brent, as you call him, is a Weaver, he will be sent to a government facility for his further development.”
 
   “An academy is the only choice,” Jack asserted.  “Brent feels uneasy around the scientists of the institute as it is.  If they learned he is a Weaver it would only get worse.  He must be moved to an academy, one where Weavers are commonplace.”
 
   “Hold on a minute, Weaver.  Did you say Brent feels?” a council member to the left asked.  “I had gathered from your reports the child has no emotions.”
 
   “I’ve been noticing changes in the boy.  Starting about six years ago he started slowly developing a personality, and recently basic emotions are starting to surface.  That is why time is of the essence.  We must get him into an academy before he develops fully.”
 
   The far right council member readjusted his position uncomfortably when Jack mentioned Brent was developing.
 
   “I am still unconvinced, Weaver.”  The main council member was digging in his heels.  “I see no reason why the child need be moved.”
 
   Jack knew he would get nowhere debating the council.  Their leader was dead set against everything Jack said even before he said it.  It was time for a parlor trick.  Jack hated stooping to such lows, but time was of the essence.
 
   “Please explain the why to everyone else; you already know the answer.”  Jack turned to face the far right council member directly, ignoring the rest.
 
   “What are you talking about?”  The councilman choked out the words.  The rest of the council pulled away.
 
   “Are you seriously going to play dumb to a Master Weaver?”
 
   “But it doesn’t mean anything.”  The councilman was starting to sweat. 
 
   “And now you choose to lie to me!  Explain it to them, now.”  Jack was laying it on a bit thick.
 
   The council member slouched in his chair, beaten.  Taking a deep sigh, the council member started.
 
   “My nephew has always been a black sheep to the family, a habitual liar who’s failed at everything he’s ever done.  About ten years ago he had the worse setback of his life; a plot of his fell through and there was a criminal investigation.  Maybe I took pity on him, I don’t know, but I got him admitted to a mental institute to avoid punishment.  I didn’t know at the time, but it was the same one that Brent was staying at.  Two years after being admitted, my nephew was released a new man.  I don’t mean metaphorically, he was a different person – a better person.  He is now a governor with a family on a rim world.  I couldn’t believe the transformation, so I looked into the matter.  It was about that time I joined this council and learned of the child.”
 
   “And you expect us to believe it was the doings of the child?”  The head council member sounded firm, but Jack knew he was shaken.  “Impossible!”
 
   “I have records of hundreds of cases from the institute to support the councilman, all of them after the child arrived at the institute.”  Jack pressed the head council member’s concern; maybe he could be broken yet.
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not the least of it.”  The far right councilman addressed his superior.
 
   “There’s more?” the head council member asked.
 
   “During my investigation into my nephew’s change, I came across a Protectorate report.  It requested the redeployment of dozens of women and men, all of them away from the institute.”
 
   “Why?”  The head council member was honestly intrigued now.
 
   “They had nothing to do.  The local area around the institute crime rate dropped to zero.”
 
   “Impossible . . .”
 
   “That report was over fourteen years old.  Since then I’ve been gathering any Protectorate report dealing with crime rates and redeployments.  There is a zone around the institute, a zone with a radius of nearly three hundred miles, of absolutely no crime.  It started soon after the boy was brought to the institute, and it expanded continually until six years ago.  About the time Weaver Davis started to notice changes in the boy, the zone stopped growing.”
 
   “Has it receded?” Jack asked, silently pleading that his assumption was wrong.  “Has the crime rate increased since then?”
 
   “The zone hasn’t increased or decreased.  There is some minor crime, but the Protectorates attribute it all to newcomers, people who moved into the area sometime after six years ago.”
 
   Jack had been right, his theory about the boy confirmed.  It was now even more important to get the child into an academy before it was too late.  The entire council was shaken; all they needed was a nudge and they would allow the transfer.
 
   “Councilmen, before this assignment I was deployed at an academy.  My sole purpose was to train young Weavers to refine and control their abilities.  Brent needs that now.  If he is not taught to control his power, one day very soon it could overwhelm him.  That zone of control he emitted six years ago could return, perhaps even larger, and instead of fixing people, he could break them.”  Jack had nudged.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The office was larger than Nathan was comfortable with.  Back with Lazarus he had gotten used to the cramped but comfortable architecture of the old fortresses.  Every room was just big enough for what was needed, where close relationships were forged out of necessity.  There is nothing like sharing a room with four people, one barely big enough for three people, to build strong bonds.  This office, on the other hand, felt cold to him; loneliness and pointless busywork were the only things waiting for him here.  However, Nathan was never one to complain, and this position at an out of the way academy wasn’t all bad.  After the catastrophe, Nathan was content that his next assignment wasn’t in front of a firing squad, though it was hard for Nathan not to return to those days in his mind after a few hundred meaningless forms.  For him, those days were more real than the many that had passed since.
 
   “Administer Bloom, I trust you haven’t forgotten your schedule, again.”  The shrill voice of Nathan’s secretary intruded in his reverie.
 
   Shaken, Nathan dropped his pad.  Sometimes Nathan wondered if that firing squad from his nightmares would be preferable to another day with his secretary.  Muttering to himself, he leaned over to retrieve his pad.  Nathan couldn’t help but smile whenever he had to collect his pad.  When he was a young lad, he had seen a comedy set in ancient times.  As he got older, he realized it was satirical, a thinly veiled insult against some politician or another, but those details faded with time.  What struck him at the time and continued to amuse him to this day was one scene after the politician’s election, where his advisors were giving him one suggestion after another – in song no less.
 
   What made it funny was, instead of sending the idea via pad, they handed each of their ideas to him on a single rectangular slice.  As the suggestions built up so did the stack, until the dictator couldn’t hold it anymore and dropped the entire pile, sending thousands of thin sheets flying through the room.  Every time Nathan collected his pad, he envisioned himself behind a stack of sheets, sending them flying at any occasion.  Of course, the pad had replaced those countless sheets long ago, and the gag wouldn’t make sense to the recruits at his academy.  He sighed as he wondered if even the older staff would get the joke and how ancient that prospect made him feel.
 
   Sifting through the documents and forms on his pad, Nathan searched for his schedule.  As the Administer for the entire academy, he was always behind with endless strings of things to sign, to watch, and to approve, and yet, on top of all that, his secretary delighted herself in constructing an exhausting to-do list.  Meet with this instructor, lecture at that assembly, inspect this, look at that, or some other meaningless task designed to waste his time and give his ever-growing stack of documents time to grow.  Finally, Nathan found his schedule, and, as he expected, it was packed.  Getting up from his desk, he sighed as he prepared for another long day.  Putting on his formal wear, he noticed something off on his pad.  There was an hour break without anything planned.  Rushing out of his office, half dressed, Nathan jumped in front of his secretary’s desk.
 
   “Jessica, what’s the meaning of this break at 3 o’clock?”  Nathan demanded.
 
   Ignoring him, his secretary continued reading her pad, the reflection of a cosmetic article taunting him in her glasses.  Sighing, Nathan returned to his office, sat in his chair, rested his pad in its alcove on the desk, and activated the intercom.
 
   “Miss Fields, there is a break in my schedule from 3 o’clock until 4 o’clock.”  Nathan forced calmness into his voice.
 
   “Yes there is, Administer Bloom,” the shrill voice replied.
 
   “Why is there a gap in my schedule, Miss Fields?”
 
   “You have a meeting that hour; they asked me not to make a record of it.”
 
   “Who made the appointment then?”
 
   “I don’t remember the name, Administer.  I believe it might have been someone called Mavis.”
 
   “Mavis?  I don’t know anyone by that name.  Have they arrived?”
 
   “I’m your secretary, Administer Bloom, not the dock master.”
 
   “Fine, Miss Fields, I’ll go check it out myself.”
 
   “But your schedule, Administer Bloom . . .”
 
   “I have one more question, Miss Fields.”
 
   “Yes, Administer?”
 
   “You weren’t going to tell me about the meeting, were you?”
 
   “No, Administer.”
 
   Nathan finished getting into his formal wear and left his office, wondering if there was any chance he could throw his secretary out a docking port and make it look like an accident.  Rushing down the identical hallways, Nathan made his way to the dock master.  Many instructors had complained to him about getting lost in the corridors of the station, as if as the Administer had any say in matters of construction.  Each time he gave out the same answer: “You’ll get used to it in time.”  It was easy for him to say.  Nathan had gotten lost thanks to the precise directions his secretary gave him on his first day as Administer and had learned the layout of the station the hard way.  It took him five hours to find his office.  Maybe making it look like an accident wasn’t so important. 
 
   “Hey, you!” a rough voiced called out to Nathan.  “You can’t come through here!  Dock workers only.”
 
   “I didn’t know I needed permission to wander my station.”
 
   “Administer! Man, I’m sorry.  I didn’t recognize you.  It has been a nightmare down here.  They took over my entire docking bay.  Didn’t your secretary tell you?  I told her it was important for you to know right away.”
 
   “Of course, but never mind that.  Who’s taken over?”
 
   “Special ops or something like that, way over my pay grade.  What am I supposed to do?  I’ve got seven transports waiting to dock, and I can’t even tell them why.  I’m not about to blab what I’m not supposed to and have military intelligence or some shadow man make me disappear for a bunch of recruits.”
 
   “I can’t help you with that, but I tell you what.  My secretary was hinting that she had a thing for you.  Since you can’t do anything down here, why not stop by and take her to lunch down in the mess hall.”
 
   “Really? That’s odd.  She told me to get lost last time I asked her out.  Something about she’d rather kiss a latrine than go out with me.  Whatever that is.”
 
   “My boy, she was playing hard to get!  You can’t give up so easily!  I’ll tell you what, if she gives you any trouble you tell her it’s a direct order from me.”
 
   The dock master smiled wide and ran off toward Nathan’s office.  Not a docking port, but it would do.  With one annoyance taken care of, Nathan inspected the docks.  As the dock master had said, men in uniform were everywhere, checking every docking port and inspecting every device and machine.  Nathan had endured his fair share of annual inspections, but these men moved with a purpose beyond receiving a paycheck.  Nathan immediately locked onto two men standing on either side of a docking port, the only one with a pod still in it.
 
   “Excuse me, I’m the Administer here and I was told I had a meeting with your superior.”  Nathan tried to put what little dignity he had left into his voice.
 
   Glancing at each other, the two military sentries saluted Nathan and opened the access hatch to the drop pod.  Entering, Nathan was surprised at its size.  Drop pods were more or less standardized, oval ships designed to get travelers from one ship to another or to planetary surfaces and back, as the case may be.  Function ruled over form on the countless pods dedicated to the stations, as they were mass-produced by the thousand.  Crossing the room, Nathan could make out secondary compartments.  This pod was unique, more of a ship than a pod.  As the hatch sealed behind Nathan, shutters on the opposing wall slid open revealing a panoramic view of the world below.  It was not a picturesque world, mostly dunes of sand with some rock formations and open bodies of water here and there, but Nathan had grown used to it and had even vacationed on it once – only once.
 
   “You’re early!  I hadn’t expected you for hours.”  It had been a while but Nathan recognized the voice.
 
   “Jack?” Nathan asked the figure emerging from a side compartment.
 
   “You’re surprised?  I cleared our little get together months ago.  Your secretary was abundantly clear on your busy schedule.”
 
   “Don’t mention my secretary.  I’ve had enough of her for today.  She, along with the rest of the support staff here, are government appointees.  You’d sooner cut through your own arm with a pad than get one replaced.  I barely have enough actual military personnel to teach half the recruits.”
 
   “Great, the future troopers of the Commonwealth are in the hands of civil servants.”
 
   “Not that civil . . .”
 
   “Or that much service,” Jack finished and burst out in laughter.
 
   “Its great to see you again, Jack.  How long has it been?  Ten years now?”
 
   “Seventeen actually.  I was hoping it wouldn’t take this long, but one can’t force the hands of fate.”
 
   “Seventeen years,” Nathan said in surprise.  “Has it really been that long?  Where did the time go?”  Nathan started to ponder the question before abruptly sharking his head and focusing on his old friend.  “Anyways, I take it this isn’t a social visit.”
 
   “I wish it was, Nathan.  You remember Lazarus?”
 
   “How could I ever forget that?  Whatever happened to that child . . .” he paused and turned horrified eyes on his friend.  “Jack.”
 
   “I’m afraid so, Nathan.”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Why do you think you were sent here?”
 
   “I always assumed it was to deal with me quietly.  Exiled to a remote academy with no standing on the fringe of the rim.”
 
   “You know that the both of us know too much ever to free ourselves from Lazarus.”
 
   “I’d heard the rumors but never gave them much thought.  So it survived.”
 
   “Yes he did.  I’ve been taking care of him since the incident.”
 
   “While I was sent out here to prepare this place for his arrival.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “I wish someone had told me about that part of my job.”
 
   “You’ve done a great job, Nathan.  We couldn’t have asked for a better Administer.”
 
   “I have just one other question.  I’ve heard lots of stories, rumors – are they true?”
 
   “In the worst case he could destroy us all Nathan; we could lose the Commonwealth.”
 
   “Then we’d better do this right.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2: The Academy
 
   Brent found himself surrounded by darkness.  He stretched out his arms and started searching for anything solid.  His boot made an odd metallic sound when took a step.  Looking down, he found the ground was made of a sort of metal he had never seen before.  However, somehow it felt vaguely familiar.  Dancing yellow lights broke the darkness and he was able to see that the metal stretched out as far as he could see.  Shifting his glance upwards, he found the sky dancing with strange yellow flashes.  They looked vaguely like tiny fireflies high above.  He realized their number was decreasing.  He couldn’t explain why, but for some reason he started to grow fearful.
 
   He started to run away from the lights, trying to get away from them.  No matter where he ran, the lights were always above, slowly growing weaker.  He came to a dead stop at the base of a massive structure.  It had the shape of an ancient Egyptian obelisk but it’s size was impossible.  It stretched upwards, piercing the clouds like a spear leveled in defiance of the sky above.  He realized suddenly that the yellow lights were gone, the only illumination left was the dull green that shimmered on the surface of the obelisk.  Abruptly a pale blue light came to life above the obelisk.  Abject terror filled him as the outline of teeth loomed overhead.  Pale blue light seeped out from between the razor sharp teeth as the horrifying maw slowly widened.
 
   Brent awoke with a start.  Wiping at his head he found it drenched in sweat.  He must have had another nightmare.  He struggled to hold onto any details, but the dream was already gone.  It was an endless frustration to wake up knowing he’d had another nightmare but never remembering a single detail.  It had been like that for as long as he could remember.  Brent grew to dislike sleep in general and slept only when his body would refuse to continue moving without rest.  However, his nightmares weren’t the only gaps in Brent’s memories.  Brent made a point of not lingering on it, but every now and then he found himself searching backwards only to find nothing, a great void he could not penetrate.
 
   A light sprang to life in the cabin.  Brent blinked until his eyes adjusted.  It was a small oval space, large enough for him to stand, but just barely.  The walls were solid black metal, no details to be found anywhere.  Only the bench he sat on broke their smooth surfaces.  Leaning back on the bench Brent wondered how long he had been asleep, or, for that matter, how he got into the small room.  Brent remembered being at some sort of hospital, going through endless tests and exams.  Maybe they drugged him, or more likely he put off sleep for too long and collapsed again.  A low grinding sound interrupted Brent’s thoughts.  The wall opposite Brent smoothly slid open and light poured in.
 
   “Fall in, and present pads!”  A voice shouted from beyond the light.
 
   Exiting the room, Brent found himself in a massive space.  The floor was a dull gray with an oil spill or two here and there.  The walls were a gleaming white that had a polished look.  Turning he found he had been in a ship of some kind; it looked like a giant olive.  Brent couldn’t make out any obvious engines or propulsion system.  The entire thing was just sitting in the large room with no indication of how it got there.  Along the far wall several large doorways ringed the room.  People were passing through them and lining up.
 
   “Move it recruits!  I ain’t got all day!” the voice shouted again.
 
   The voice belonged to a man in military uniform with several patches.  Not wanting to draw attention to himself, Brent joined the group lining up.  From the look of it, most of the people in the line were about his age, maybe younger.  Brent noticed a few fiddling with something in their pockets.  Reaching into his own pocket, Brent found a strange piece of black paper.  It was about six inches long and four inches wide.  It looked about as thick as a normal piece of paper, but it seemed heavier, and Brent could barely bend it.
 
   “What are you trying to do? Break it?”  A feminine voice came from behind Brent.
 
   Before Brent could move, he realized there was a girl reaching over his shoulder.
 
   “Figures, you’ve not even activated it yet.  What rim world did you fall off of?”  The girl was waving the sheet like a fan.
 
   “Rim world?” Brent asked, puzzled.
 
   “Oh, never mind.  Here, give me your hand.”
 
   Grasping his hand before Brent could react, the girl pressed his thumb into the top right corner of the sheet.  Instantly, the sheet illuminated, words and icons filling the screen.  Snatching the sheet back, Brent started fiddling with the icons on the screen.  It operated like some sort of computer, the icons linking to various menus and displays.
 
   “You’re welcome,” the girl said sarcastically.
 
   “Thank you very much,” Brent said, not taking his focus off the paper.
 
   “Anytime.  My name’s Hiroko.  Yours?”
 
   “Brent.  Pleased to meet you.”
 
   “If you keep playing with your pad like that people are going to stare.”
 
   Pad.  Brent knew that word.  Suddenly, Brent completely understood the device in his hands.  It must have been something he learned in that period he couldn’t remember.  Yet another thing Brent had gotten used to.  Occasionally, random spurts of information would come to him, knowledge he didn’t know he had.
 
   “You okay?” Hiroko asked gently.  “You look a little pale.  I wouldn’t worry if I was you.  They wouldn’t turn you down now.  Once you get to the academy you are pretty much guaranteed to get accepted.”  Hiroko swelled with confidence.
 
   Academy.  That word didn’t mean anything to Brent.  So he didn’t know everything.  Somehow Brent took that as a good sign.
 
   “Thanks, I’m fine.  Maybe I’m just a little woozy from riding in that.”  Brent gestured to the giant olive.
 
   “You were the one in the drop pod?”  Hiroko’s voice was filled with surprise.  “The rest of us had to pile into those old transports.  Made the whole lot of us wait an entire hour before they let us dock.”
 
   “Next!”  The uniformed man shouted.
 
   Turning, Brent found a huge gap between him and the line.  He hadn’t even noticed its movement.  Brent sprinted to the waiting man.
 
   “Pad,” the man said curtly.
 
   Handing it over, Brent could hear Hiroko giggle behind him.  The uniformed man pressed a few icons on the pad and read through the information.  One of his eyebrows shot up; his eyes widened a bit.
 
   “It seems everything is in order.  Sorry for my rudeness.  You’ll be part of group C.  Good luck.”  The man’s demeanor had completely changed.
 
   Brent took back his pad and slowly walked away, looking over the information for himself.  It displayed his name, age, height, and weight.  None of it was too shocking.  However, there was an extra line Brent didn’t understand.  It was one word, “Weaver.”
 
   “You sure you didn’t bump your head or something?” Hiroko asked as she grabbed his arm and pulled him down a corridor.  “You are always in a daze!” 
 
   “Where are we going in such a hurry?” Brent asked, trying to keep pace before she pulled his arm off.
 
   “To placement of course.  Don’t want to miss that.  You’d doom your career from the start!”
 
   As they rushed down the corridor, Brent could hear the man in uniform shouting for the next in line in the distance.  All pleasantness had drained from his voice; didn’t take him long to get back to his old self.  Rushing down the seemingly endless corridor, Brent noticed other corridors splitting away every now and then.  Each one identical, it wouldn’t be hard to get lost here.
 
   “Do you know where you are going?”  Brent asked.
 
   “You might be clueless, but I for one studied.  I know the layout of this place like the back of my hand.”  Hiroko’s voice oozed with pride.
 
   “Speaking of which, can I have my arm back please?  I promise not to lag behind.”
 
   “Not on your life; I’m not losing you.  We are both in group C, and I won’t have you showing up late and making me look bad.”
 
   Giving up, Brent let himself be pulled along, noting as they passed several others who were all walking calmly.  Eventually they reached the end of the corridor, which opened into a two-story chamber.  Brent noticed there were dozens already waiting in the hall; none of them had had to run.  There was a podium elevated to one side of the room, high enough so it could be clearly seen above the waiting crowd.  The tops of the walls were transparent, with an even larger number of people watching from above in some sort of gallery.
 
   “Where is the rest of group C?” Hiroko yelled.
 
   About fifteen people raised their hands.  Brent rubbed his ears.  He noted a few in the gallery overhead pointing at them.
 
   “Well, get over here, recruits!” Hiroko shouted even louder.
 
   Slowly but surely the recruits made their way over.  Hiroko and Brent were on the older end of the group with the majority obviously younger.
 
   “We’re not a real squad you know; we don’t need a leader,” one boy complained.
 
   “Yeah, and who died and made you leader anyways?” a diminutive boy added.
 
   “It’ll be you if you don’t pipe down.  I won’t let any of you make me look like a fool.”
 
   “Believe me, you don’t need us for that,” an older girl smirked.
 
   The group laughed; Hiroko flushed.
 
   “Now, now Erin.  Do try to play nice,” a tall boy said with an odd accent.  “For better or worse we will have to be together until this is over.”
 
   “Oh, butt out Owen.  I was just having a little fun.”
 
   Brent felt a strange sensation, unlike anything he’d felt before.  A chill ran down his spine.  Brent found himself turning back toward the corridor he and Hiroko had just come from.  Instantly his gaze locked on a particular recruit.  Something about the recruit fascinated him.  Noticing Brent’s gaze, the recruit headed toward the group.
 
   “Is this group C?”  The recruit asked Brent.
 
   “You bet it is!” Hiroko answered, leaning on Brent’s shoulder to see the newcomer.
 
   Apparently personal space wasn’t something Hiroko had studied.  She seemed oddly cold as she rested on Brent’s shoulder.  Brent thought to ask her not to use him as a perch, but it would no doubt be as futile as asking for his hand had been.
 
   “Dante Benedict, reporting to group C,” the recruit stood at attention and announced.
 
   “That’s more like it!  Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.”  Hiroko beamed.
 
   “Man, he’s making us look bad,” Owen grumbled.
 
   “Who’s in charge?”  Dante asked.
 
   “That would be . . .” Hiroko started.
 
   “Not you,” Erin interrupted.
 
   “Speaking of which, who are you?” Owen asked politely.  “I didn’t catch your name,” 
 
   “Hiroko Taguchi.  Better get used to the sound of that name.  I’ve got big goals,” Hiroko said, still looking over Dante.
 
   “And an even bigger mouth.  Does your pillar have a name too?”  Erin asked snidely.
 
   Realizing she was still leaning on Brent, Hiroko jumped back a step.  Strangely, the cold sensation didn’t go away.  Despite the fact Hiroko was no longer in physical contact, Brent could still feel the cold.  A couple of the recruits chuckled at Hiroko’s discomfort.
 
   “His name is Brent,” Hiroko said regaining her composure.
 
   “Is he a mute or something?”  Erin asked with raised eyebrow.
 
   “Unlike some of us, he chooses not to waste his words.  Isn’t that right, sir?”  Dante asserted before Brent could answer.
 
   Again the strange sensation overcame Brent.  It was like being in a dense fog that chilled him to his core.
 
   “Waste his words?” Erin asked hotly.  “You saying he thinks he’s too good for us?”
 
   “Not us, just you.”  Hiroko laid into Erin.  “Brent was quite the chatterbox with me.”
 
   Brent opened his mouth to object when a loud chime rang out.  The recruits in the hall all turned their attention to the podium.  Standing there were two men.  The first was a little shorter and heavier than the other.  He wore a finely pressed uniform.  It was a brilliant white that he wore proudly.  The second man wore a solid black suit that seemed to gleam in the light.  A strange insignia was on the left breast of the suit.  He seemed uncomfortable and shifted often.
 
   “Greetings recruits!” the shorter one shouted gleefully.  “I congratulate you all on making it this far.  I am Administer Bloom and look forward to watching you all develop into proud members of the Imperial Armed Forces.”
 
   There was some light scattered applause and a few cheers.
 
   “Today you take your first steps toward a bight future.  Above me you see the division leaders.  They will be judging your performance, and if you measure up, they might approach you to join their division.  Starting off in a prestigious division is a sign of a great career to come, so do your very best,” Bloom continued.
 
   The tall man in black leaned over and whispered something to Bloom.
 
   “Ah yes, an additional note.  You recruits are to receive a great honor.  Today’s placement exams will be a little different than the ones in the past.  Do your best to adapt to the new conditions,” Bloom concluded and walked off the podium, the man in black following closely.
 
   His announcement caused quite a stir.  The recruits started at once murmuring.  High above, the division leaders were equally disturbed.  Brent could make out shrugs and pounding fists; the division leaders had not expected that announcement.  With a sudden tug, Brent was being drug along again.  Without even looking, Brent knew Hiroko was dragging him off again.  Ahead of Hiroko’s charge was a large sign reading “Group C form here.”  A young man in a sloppy military uniform was holding it and was slouching a bit.
 
   “Group C reporting!”  Hiroko saluted.
 
   “Great, just what I need. A perky recruit with a big mouth,” the young man muttered.
 
   Erin laughed and smiled cruelly at Hiroko.
 
   “Listen up.  I’m only going to say this once so pay attention.”  While louder than his aside, the Trooper’s voice was still a low mumble.  “I’m squad leader Humphrey and I will be guiding you through the station today.”
 
   Hiroko pouted quietly to herself as the rest of group C got closer to the squad leader so they could hear him.
 
   “You will all be put through five exams, each one covering a different area to determine your skills, or lack thereof.  The first will be infiltration, followed by stealth.  After those two, you will get a break for lunch.  The third exam is the survival test.  Make sure to get plenty to eat; you’ll need it.  The fourth exam will test your combat skills, and the fifth and last exam will determine if you have any command ability.”
 
   The mumbling man realized he had been encircled by the recruits and mumbled something under his breath too low to make out.
 
   “At any time, a division leader may approach you,” he said at his normal mumbling volume.  “Most likely they will wait until the lunch break or after the final exam.  The choice to join their division or not is up to you, but I suggest you take any offer you get.  Those not claimed by a division will be placed in one.”
 
   The squad leader’s mumble was as annoying as it was hard to understand.  It was painfully obvious he had no desire to be there and was putting as little effort into the assignment as possible.
 
   “So you will be giving us these exams?” a recruit asked, carefully enunciating every syllable.  “Can you give us any hints?” 
 
   “I’m just your babysitter,” Humphrey hissed more than mumbled.  “Make sure none of you get lost.  Beyond that you are all on your own.  But I do have one hint for you – don’t screw up.”
 
   Abruptly turning, the mumbling young man started down a corridor.  The group followed.  Some imitated the mumbling voice of the squad leader as they talked among themselves.  Hiroko was still pouting.
 
   “I wouldn’t listen to him, Hiroko” Owen said, comforting her.  “This Humphrey guy seems like one giant sour lemon to me.  He’d probably mope if you handed him a paid month’s leave.” 
 
   Hiroko smiled and her pace increased.
 
   “So we have an Emperor?” a shorter girl asked.  “I thought we . . .”
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” Erin cut in.  “Of course we don’t have an Emperor.  What gave you that dumb idea?”
 
   “Administer Bloom said we were joining the Imperial Armed Forces, didn’t he?” she asked timidly.
 
   “So?” Erin asked mockingly.  “Idiotic rim worlders.”
 
   “An imperium, or empire, is a political body united under an emperor or similar position,” Brent said matter-of-factly.  “The use of the term Imperial Armed Forced does in fact imply an Emperor.”
 
   “But don’t we call ourselves the Commonwealth?” a diminutive boy asked, obviously confused.
 
   “We are the Commonwealth,” Hiroko said proudly.  “The military calls itself the Imperial Armed Forces in tribute.  Legend has it that the human race would have been wiped out before the Great War even started if not for the sacrifice of the Xion Imperial Army.  Doesn’t matter how the government wants to structure itself, we will always pay tribute to that noble sacrifice.”
 
   “How do you know all that?” Owen asked with obvious awe.
 
   “I studied everything there is to know about the military before I signed up,” Hiroko said, beaming.
 
   As Erin hissed at Hiroko, Brent wondered if anyone knew where they were going.  They had changed corridors five times, although each one looked identical to the last.  Whoever had constructed this place had an affinity for endless white corridors.  Abruptly, Humphrey stopped.  Erin, who had been following the closest, ran into him and knocked him over.
 
   “They are testing your infiltration skills first, not combat,” Humphrey muttered as he stood.
 
   The wall slid open.  There had been a doorway of the same gleaming white as the rest of wall.  Brent wondered how many doorways they had passed that he hadn’t noticed.
 
   “First stop, infiltration.  Have fun.”  Humphrey gestured to the open doorway.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Descending from the podium, Nathan wiped at his brow.  Jack in his Weaver uniform glanced back into the great hall.
 
   “I’m going to get an earful for this one,” Nathan moaned
 
   “Couldn’t be helped,” Jack said absentmindedly.
 
   “Three hundred years!  We’ve been using the same exams for over three hundred years, Jack!”
 
   “That long?  High time for a change,” Jack said as he started walking down a corridor leading to the upper level of the station.
 
   “Easy for you to say; you’re not in charge.  I’ll have every instructor and division leader clamoring for my head on a pike.”
 
   “Relax.  I’ve made it clear to the Lazarus commission that you are integral to our efforts.  Worse case scenario is you say it was an experiment that failed and make the other recruits retake their placement tests.”
 
   “Really?” Nathan asked skeptically.
 
   “I give you my word,” Jack said firmly.
 
   “Well, that’s a load off my mind.  Did you spot the boy?”
 
   “No, I didn’t actually; I couldn’t find him in the crowd.”
 
   “You couldn’t find him?”
 
   “I told you he was special.”
 
   “So I guess I’ll need to lock my quarters tonight.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Nathan?”
 
   “You know, when he mutates into some horrible creature that thinks human pancreases taste divine and starts roaming the halls looking for a midnight snack.” 
 
   “That secretary of yours ever tell you that you watch too many plays?”
 
   “Constantly.”
 
   “In any case, I don’t think there will be any danger for now.”
 
   “For now?”
 
   “He could always develop another side.”
 
   “Side?  Jack, when you want to start making sense let me know.”
 
   “Sorry, Nathan.  I forget you haven’t been around the boy like I have.  It’s my theory that the child has three sides to him.”
 
   “You mean he’s a Weaver and has some kind of multiple personality disorder?  We’re doomed.”
 
   “Nothing like that; they are more like different states.”
 
   Jack surveyed the upper level.
 
   “Where is the observation room?”  Jack asked.
 
   “So that’s where you are taking me.  It’s this way.  By now, everyone else has already made their way to the observation deck and is waiting for the exams to start,” Nathan said as he darted down the corridors.
 
   Jack kept pace, absentmindedly looking down the corridors they passed.
 
   “Well, go on.  You can’t bait me like that and then not tell me about these states,” Nathan probed.  “I’ll remind you I was a scientist after all.  Behavioral science wasn’t my field, but I’m a big boy and would like to know exactly what I’ve let on my academy.”
 
   “It’s just my theory, Nathan.  I could be completely wrong.”
 
   “And you could just as well be right on the mark.  Look, I’d rather be your accomplice in this than an ignorant accessory.”
 
   “Have it your way, Nathan.  It’s my guess that Brent is made up of three sides, one conscious, two subconscious.”
 
   “Subconscious?”
 
   “Yes, I believe Brent doesn’t even know they exist.  The first side is like a failsafe.  When the child is in extreme danger it takes over.  When Brent was five years old, an intern was strapping Brent down for an examination, but failed to secure the device as well.  As the device activated, it dislodged itself and fell off the wall.  It weighed over five hundred pounds, Nathan.  It would have crushed the boy flat.  A fully-grown man couldn’t have mustered the strength to break free, let alone a boy of five.  However, somehow Brent managed to break free of the restraints and bolted out of the way of the falling device.  The whole thing happened in less than fifteen seconds.”
 
   “Could that explain why we couldn’t get any closer to the child when we first found him, Jack?”
 
   “Not really.”  Jack scratched his chin in thought.  “It has only happened a couple of times.  But each time it has been limited to the child.  He either moves faster than he should be able to or gains momentary strength.  It never affects anyone nearby.  I think.”
 
   “You know you are not helping me feel comfortable about all this, right?”  Nathan sighed.  “I suppose I’ll just have to keep scratching my head about that first day then.  Are the other two sides that extreme?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call them extreme.  The second subconscious side has an incredible potential for learning.  It’s my assumption that we were dealing with that side of Brent for the first eleven years.  Despite his age, Brent gained knowledge at an astounding rate.  But it was more than just memorization.  He actually understood what we were teaching and would expand into areas beyond the teachers.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well, when Brent was being taught about the jump drives and the Wall, he not only understood it all the first time he heard it, but he started asking questions, questions the teacher couldn’t answer.  We brought in an authority on the subject.  The two got into it, and after about five minutes it stopped making sense to me – way over my head.  For an entire day the two sat down and talked it over.  When the authority left the institute, he was in an exhausted state and begged me for a copy of the recording of their conversation.  After I gave it to him, I told him he could come back anytime he wanted, but he refused.  As he put it, he wouldn’t live long enough to grasp what they’d talked about in a single day; another day would be overwhelming.”
 
   “Remarkable.  But if that is the case, what can be gained from Brent attending this academy?  I doubt there is anything we can teach him that would surpass that.”
 
   “Remember, Nathan, that is another of his subconscious sides.  At least that’s my theory.  About six years ago the dominant side started to form, without any memory or idea that the other two sides existed.”
 
   “Pity.  So all that knowledge was lost, I take it.”
 
   “To the contrary, Brent still has all of it.  However, it is like that information is stored in a back room Brent doesn’t have access to.  Every now and then a bit of it leaks out, but it’s seemingly random.  I’ve seen him have flashes of brilliance, but they don’t seem to be regular enough to be on command.”
 
   “That still doesn’t answer my question about why Brent is here.  What are you hoping to accomplish by putting the boy through an academy?”
 
    “I’m hoping to keep us all alive.  It’s because of those unique qualities that Brent must attend this academy.”
 
   “I don’t follow you.”
 
   “Imagine, Nathan, that Brent stayed at the institute undergoing year after year of tests and examinations, threats on his life to bring out the first side, and the greatest minds of the Commonwealth prodding him continually to get a crack at the second side.  Now imagine that one day Brent wakes up with full control over his abilities.  He would be stronger and faster than anything we’ve seen before with greater knowledge than the best minds the Commonwealth can boast and armed with the most potent Weaver abilities ever seen.”
 
   “And a lifetime of mistreatment to get revenge for.”  Nathan shuddered for a moment as he thought about it.  “I see what you are getting at.  But if it’s simply a matter of making sure he doesn’t want to kill us all, why not send him to some core world education center, where they brainwash everyone that the sun never sets and that not one tear is shed across the span of the Commonwealth.”
 
   “I thought about that, Nathan, but what happens when he finds out the truth?  How does he react when he sees a live news feed that didn’t get censored, or, in passing, an instructor says something contrary to the party line?”
 
   “He sees us as a hypocritical race that’s lied to him his entire life.  Add in full control of his powers, and we are right back at the razor’s edge.  I think I get it now, Jack.  But isn’t there a chance that Brent goes through the academy, seeing the best and worst of the Commonwealth, and still wants us all dead?”
 
   “That is a distinct possibility, but that’s why it had to be an academy.  Nowhere else in the Commonwealth can Brent receive training on how to control his powers, how to limit them.”
 
   “So instead of making the entire human race extinct, Brent just wipes out the parts of it he doesn’t like.”
 
   “Not the best solution, but certainly one of the better ones.”
 
   Loud cheering could be heard from inside the observation room Nathan had led them to.  No doubt some of the exams were starting, and the troopers were rooting for their favorites.  Nathan knew about the betting that took place during the placement exams, who would fail what exams or how long recruits would last before they gave up, that kind of thing.  All in all, it was harmless and gave the troopers something to do when not training.  Nathan started for the door but hesitated.
 
   “Listen, Jack, I don’t want you to think badly of me for asking this, but I’ve got to ask,” Nathan said slowly.
 
   “Go ahead, Nathan.  You know I won’t hold it against you,” Jack reassured his old friend.
 
   “If Brent is such a threat, if our survival is truly on the line here, wouldn’t getting rid of him be an option to consider?”
 
   “I thought of that too, Nathan.  I know what’s at stake, but I don’t think that’s an option.  The few cases where Brent’s failsafe kicked in were all accidents.  We don’t know what would happen if we really tried to kill him.  It might not even be possible.”
 
   “I know you, Jack.  You’d think of a way.  In fact, I’m sure you already have.  What’s the real reason?”
 
   “Nathan, how many times did Lazarus fail to establish a link?”
 
   “Millions upon millions of times, perhaps billions.  Why?”
 
   “Brent is seventeen years old, Nathan.  What happens in three years from now?”
 
   “A lot of things, Jack. What are you getting at?”
 
   “Nathan, I can’t honestly believe that on the very eve of the millennial anniversary of the end of the Great War, Lazarus just happens to establish a stable link that produces a child that is both the greatest threat and asset to the Commonwealth.  Maybe fate is tired of peace and Brent is the seed of chaos.  But what if that’s not why Brent is here?  What if he is our only weapon against something terrible?”
 
   “Now who’s been watching too many plays?  But I get your point.  It’s a stretch for it to be pure coincidence.  If we kill him now, we might just be signing our death warrants.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been one of the best days Cain could remember.  Placement exams were always exciting, particularly for a bookie of a division, but this one was down right exhilarating.  Not only had the Administer changed everything, but also, for the first time in Cain couldn’t remember how long, the academy was getting quality recruits from every edge of the Commonwealth.
 
   “Change my bet from ten against to twelve for,” a trooper said, laying her pad before Cain.
 
   Being so remote, this academy was lucky to get any recruits at all.  The main source of recruits had always been the overflow from the more prestigious academies near the core worlds – when they had all they wanted, the leftovers were sent here.  However, that had always suited Cain.  This academy had something none of the most prestigious academies in the Commonwealth had – freedom.
 
   “Cancel my bets; I’m out,” another trooper griped as he thrust down his pad.
 
   Administer Bloom didn’t have the eyes of the military watching his every movement, and it showed.  Not only was he able to make crazy announcements like he had done this morning, but he was able to make choices without some oversight committee second-guessing him every step of the way.  That suited Cain as well.  On any other academy Cain would have to be a master spy to keep his position as a bookie secret from the instructors or Administer.  If they got even the slightest hint of his hobby, Cain would be lucky to end up as a part time security guard for a civilian storage depot.  Not here though.  Administer Bloom not only turned a blind eye on their activities, he had the entire staff ignoring them.  Cain could run down every corridor of the station shouting, “I’m a bookie.  I manage illegal bets, and I’m proud!” and no one would even bat an eye.
 
   “Twenty-five creds on Group D to fail infiltration,” a trooper said as he laid his pad before Cain.
 
   For months, troopers had been placing bets on the placement exams, but with Bloom’s announcement it was all for nothing.  Cain was swamped with new bets, canceled bets, and arguments over current odds.  It was normal for a few last minute wagers as troopers and division leaders saw the recruits for the first time, but this was inhuman.  Cain’s hands were cramping from all the new information he’d had to submit to the other bookies.  Cain hadn’t even been able to look up since the announcement, hunched over his own pad, entering the necessary changes while updating the pads the troopers tossed his way.  Cain reached out his hand to grab the next pad and enter the next bet but found none.  Cain realized that the clamor of the last minute bettors had died down.
 
   “What do you think, Jack, the usual?” a familiar voice asked.
 
   “I’m not sure this is a good idea, Nathan,” a voice Cain didn’t know answered.  “Remember what happened last time.”
 
   Looking up, Cain was face to face with Administer Bloom, talking to a tall man in a Weaver uniform.  Cain nearly collapsed in shock.  The troopers who had been placing bets a moment prior were staring wide eyed at Cain.
 
   “That was a one time thing, I assure you.  Come on Jack, I’ve never known you to shy away from a bet before.  Plus, what is the harm?  Not like we can influence him with a wager,” the Administer nudged.
 
   “All right, I give,” the Weaver said with a smile.  “Just don’t bet more than you can lose.”
 
   “More than we can lose.  I lifted your pad on the way here.”
 
   The Weaver burst out laughing.  The troopers nearby all took a step back.
 
   “All right my boy, you are the bookie of your division I take it,” the Administer directed at Cain.  “The two of us would like to place a bet on a recruit named Brent in group C.  Two thousand credits.”
 
   “I think you have to be more specific than that, Nathan.”  The Weaver folded his arms.  “This isn’t some kind of race,” the Weaver added.
 
   “Oh right, let’s see.  Recruit Brent to pass all exams.  That sound all right to you, Jack?”  Administer Bloom asked.
 
   The Weaver nodded.  Cain hesitantly took the two pads Administer Bloom handed to him, unable to do more than nod in the affirmative.  Cain started entering the wagers into his pad.
 
   “No, no, my boy, two thousand each,” Administer Bloom corrected.
 
   The troopers nearby exchanged glances.  Cain corrected the entry and returned the pads.  Administer Bloom had a wide grin on his face as he and the Weaver left Cain and headed toward the observation deck proper.
 
   “What was that all about?” a muffled voice asked from behind Cain.
 
   Turning, Cain found Cassandra in full armor.  She snatched his pad before he could answer.
 
   “Two thousand credits?  Wish I had that many spare creds to toss around.  I’ll have to keep an eye on this Brent person,” Cassandra said to herself.
 
   “I’d like to place a wager on that kid, too!” a trooper shouted, quickly approaching Cain.
 
   About two dozen or so tried to do the same.  Only four of them made it before Cain got the notice the exams had started and all betting was locked in.  Thankfully, Cassandra kept the troopers from rioting as Cain explained the situation.  After the troopers dispersed, Cain gathered his things and left the lounge, heading to the observation room proper.
 
   “Your grin is missing.  What’s bugging you?” Cassandra asked, walking alongside.
 
   “Nothing really,” Cain said, reassuring Cassandra.  “It has just been a long morning.”
 
   “Have it your way.  So what do you know about this Brent person?”
 
   “Not much.  He was a last minute addition to the roster.  Never really made that big of an impact on the betting pools.”
 
   “I don’t mean that.  You know I couldn’t care less about the pools.  I mean what is he like?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Well, if the Administer is willing to place that kind of wager, the kid must be special.”
 
   “Or maybe he is the Administer’s nephew or something.”
 
   “What if he’s a Weaver?”  Cassandra’s voice became hushed.
 
   Cain paused; he hadn’t thought of that.
 
   “If that’s the case, Cassandra, it might be a good idea to scope him out during the lunch break,” Cain suggested.
 
   As Cassandra nodded, Cain could feel dread build up in the pit of his stomach.  Well it had been a good day.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3: Infiltration
 
   Leaving the main corridor, Brent and the rest of group C entered a large auditorium.  Erin was still blushing from her run in with Humphrey.  A tall skinny man was standing at the base of the stadium seating of the auditorium.  As they got closer, Brent could make out large, thick-framed glasses that clashed with the slender nature of the man.  The skinny man was staring at the timepiece on his right arm with impatience.  It was overly elaborate for the simple task of telling time and looked needlessly expensive.
 
   “You all took your sweet time getting here.”  The skinny man’s voice was nasally and brisk.  “The other groups have already begun their first examinations.  Hurry up there; we don’t have all day.”
 
   As the recruits quickly rushed down to the man, Brent noticed a large door behind him.  Unlike the sleek doorways of the station, this one was an imposing sight of gray metal, easily twice the height of the tall man.
 
   “My name is Mister Zimmer, and I am one of the five instructors who will be determining your fates today,” the instructor said as he scanned the group before him.  “My area of expertise is infiltration, and after I’m done with all of you, we will know which of you will rise to glorious heights and which of you will sink to dismal lows.”
 
   “What’s the difference between this and stealth?” Owen asked innocently.  “Aren’t they the same kind of thing?”
 
   “I hate that question,” the Zimmer said with a sneer.  “I can’t tell you how many times I have to defend against that question.  Stealth is the field of avoiding detection.  Infiltration is the field of embracing detection,” the instructor said smugly.
 
   The recruits looked at one another then Zimmer again.
 
    “I can see by the blank expressions on your faces you don’t have a clue what I am talking about,” Zimmer said with a sigh.  “Very well.  Stealth is all about performing actions or moving around without the enemy knowing you are there.  Infiltration is the art of blending into the common.  A master of stealth can act deep in enemy territory causing all kinds of mischief.  However, if he is caught it is all over.  A captured spy’s only hope is for a swift and painless death.  Meanwhile, a master of infiltration can walk in through the front door, accomplish his mission, and walk out without anyone being the wiser.”  Instructor Zimmer’s response had the wear of being rehearsed.
 
   The recruits exchanged glances, uncertain how to respond.
 
   “Time is short, so let’s get you all on your way.  As the Administer requested, you will undergo a test of my personal design.  You will be given some information about the culture and left to fend for yourself.  After a period of time of my choosing, the examination will end, and I’ll judge your performance,” Zimmer said curtly.
 
   As the skinny man finished, the doorway behind him started to hiss.  Brent guessed it was pressurizing.  As it opened, Brent could make out the interior of a small ship.  Impatiently, Zimmer gestured them to enter.  Cautiously, the recruits entered one by one.  It was a smaller room with bulkheads to Brent’s right and left, probably leading to the rest of the ship.  Lining the walls were twenty uncomfortable looking chairs of solid metal with numerous straps and harnesses.  In the center, bolted to the floor and ceiling, were twenty lockers.
 
   “You are now in a drop ship,” Zimmer said from the doorway leading to the station.  “There is a chair and locker for each of you, so no fighting.  You’ll find a single piece suit and an ‘ident’ card in each locker.  The workings of the card and the suit have been uploaded into your pads along with a briefing of the city you’ll be infiltrating.  When you are all suited up the examination will begin.”
 
   As Zimmer stepped back, the doorway sealed and started hissing again.  Brent opened his locker as he flipped through the information on his pad.  The ‘suit’ Zimmer had mentioned was an old dirty coverall covered in fluids Brent couldn’t and didn’t want to identify.  According to his pad, the entire group of recruits was landing in the city of Aoede under the guise of an orbital work crew.  Getting into the coverall was more complicated than Brent had first thought.  As Brent secured himself into his chair, he noticed several of the other recruits were still struggling with their coveralls.  The ident card was a small piece of plastic with an intricate color pattern covering it that shifted in the light.  According to the pad, they served as identification and currency, a primitive pad.
 
   “If this exam is as difficult as these suits are to get into, we are in deep trouble,” Owen grumbled while fumbling with the last of the coverall’s rigging.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry,” Erin said with an air of superiority.  “My brother went through his exams last year; told me all about it.  Right now we are in a simulation.  Technicians are watching our every move.  We are in no danger whatsoever.”
 
   “Simulation?” the diminutive boy asked with awe in his voice.  “You mean this isn’t a real drop ship?”
 
   Before Erin could form a response, the ship suddenly lurched from its docking clamps.  Everyone not secured in their chairs was thrown around.  Brent could feel the shift as the ship adjusted its pitch and yaw.
 
   “That felt real to me,” Owen groaned, having been thrown against a bulkhead.
 
   “Remind me not to listen to Erin anymore,” a female recruit said, sprawled on the floor.
 
   “Well, the Administer did say things would be different,” the diminutive boy commented, clinging to a strap from his chair.
 
   Brent noticed he was being pressed into the seat of the chair.  The ship must have already entered the atmosphere of the planet.  The recruits who hadn’t made it to their chairs struggled ineffectively against their increasing weight.  The drop ship would touch down before they managed to get to their chairs.  It was apparent the thought had dawned on them as the sprawled recruits’ faces twisted with a combination of anxiety and desperation.  At this rate they’d land with a third of the squad unprepared.
 
   “Aoede is a rim world on the verge of joining the Commonwealth proper.”  Brent shouted the briefing loud enough for the recruits on the floor to hear.  “You are being inserted as an orbital work crew station on the nearly completed trade array in high orbit.  You have been on the trade array for nearly two months now and are being rotated for a fresh crew.  You will spend your leave in the capitol city of the world.  Once the manufacturing and administrative hub for the world, the capital city is slowly becoming a recreation center for orbital crews and visiting members of the Commonwealth.  There is strong local resistance to this change and tensions are high.  Caution is advised.”
 
   “A walk in the park!  And here I thought it would be something hard,” Owen said jokingly
 
   “Great, a Podunk rim world,” Erin hissed.  “You should feel right at home, Owen.”
 
   “Aw, leave him alone.”  Hiroko’s voice was filled with pride.  “If Brent hadn’t spoke up you’d be clueless and get us all caught before ten minutes were up.”
 
   For some reason, Brent had the feeling Hiroko saw him as a pet of sorts that had just done an impressive trick.
 
   “Don’t let your temper get us all caught; you have to act the part,” Hiroko added.
 
   “And what part is that?” Erin snapped angrily.  “Some ignorant rim worlder angry at the Commonwealth for making their world a part of something greater?”
 
   “With that attitude you’ll be spotted as a core worlder in an instant,” Owen said calmly.
 
   “What do you plan to do, sir?”  Dante whispered to Brent.
 
   Dante’s voice surprised Brent.  In all the commotion of the launch, Brent hadn’t noticed Dante had taken the chair next to him.  Dante hadn’t said a single word since they met up with Zimmer back in the auditorium.  Brent became aware that the drop ship was now silent.  Erin and Hiroko had stopped bickering, and all idle chat had ceased.  Apparently, they all wanted to know what he planned to do.
 
   “Well, I’ve been working for two months without break,” Brent said in character, mimicking Owens’ accent.  “I haven’t been on my native planet in a long while, and I have two months of pay burning a hole in my account.  I don’t know about the rest of you, but I plan to enjoy myself.  I’m going to hit an expensive hotel and get cleaned up.  After that I’ll reintroduce myself to the pleasures of my planet I’ve missed so badly.”
 
   The entire group burst into laughter.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say we were neighbors, Brent,” Owen said with a grin.
 
   “Well, that settles that.  I’ll race you to the nearest shower,” Hiroko added.
 
   With a loud clang the ship came to an abrupt stop.  The recruits on the floor were once more tossed about.  The ship was still now.  Brent assumed they had landed.  The real test was about to start.  The bulkhead hissed.  Slowly it opened and a burst of fresh air wafted in.
 
   “Welcome back to Aoede!” a strong sounding voice called from outside the ship.
 
   One by one the recruits exited the drop ship.  They were on a platform several miles above the ground.  Skyscrapers dotted the landscape, giving the city the look of a giant mouth with teeth rising above the recruits and their ship.  The only way down to the city, besides a suicidal fall, was a single elevator guarded by a pair of muscular men holding imposing looking weapons.  Between them was a burly man with a look of disgust on his face holding a strange device.  Marveling at the height of the towers, Owen took a step near the edge of the platform.  Realizing the danger of the drop, he lurched back and nearly fell over.  Brent quickly rushed over and steadied him.
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” the burly man asked. 
 
   “Not got his land legs yet,” Brent answered, getting Owen to his feet.  “Too much time on an orbital will do that to ya.”
 
   “One of the reasons you won’t catch me up in those tin cans any time soon,” the burly man replied solemnly.
 
   “Work’s work,” Brent said quickly with a causal shrug.  “I have this fondness for routine meals, and the pay’s not too bad.  Plus, if I don’t work too hard, maybe it will take so long they’ll give up on the whole thing,” Brent said with a wink.
 
   The burly man laughed and visibly relaxed.
 
   “I guess we all have to eat.”  The burly man even smiled.
 
   With Owen firmly on his own two feet, Brent approached the burly man.  The device in his hands had a narrow slot running its length.  Removing his ident card from his pocket, Brent inserted it into the slot and the device sprang to life.  A crude monitor displayed advertisements for hotels and restaurants.
 
   “Just between you and me, forget those ads,” the burly guard whispered to Brent.  “Overpriced and too many spacers.  Guys who actually like it up there.  You want to hit the Silver Dragon.  Great prices and plenty of normal people staying there, too.  After a while you may not even want to go back up.”
 
   “Who said I wanted to go back now?”  Brent said as he removed his ident card.
 
   Chuckling, the burly man waved off the two men guarding the elevator.  As it opened, Brent walked through, noticing one of the guards giving him a disapproving glace.  One by one, the rest of the recruits passed through, swiping their cards.  Suddenly, the device made a low tone.  Owen had just inserted his ident card.  The guard near the elevator that had given Brent the foul look clutched his weapon tightly.  Brent felt a sour spot growing in his stomach; this was going to get very bad, very quick.
 
   “This ident card is a fraud!” the burly man shouted.
 
   The armed guards took a step toward Owen.  Brent could hear some low whimpering from the other recruits.  The armed guards raised their weapons, pointing them at Owen’s chest.
 
   “It’s my fault,” Brent called out while pushing through the other recruits.  “I knew not to trust them, but I did it anyway.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” the burly man asked, placing his hand on a weapon at his hip.
 
   The guard who had given Brent the evil eye turned his weapon, pointing it at Brent’s head.
 
   “I’ve known his family forever,” Brent explained, not moving any closer.  “Recently they fell ill and needed medical help, expensive medical help.  He was too young to work at any position that would pay enough, so he came to me.”
 
   “He doesn’t look that young.”  The burly man looked Owen over.
 
   “He’s five years younger than I am.”
 
   “Doesn’t look it.”
 
   “Tell me about it, and he’s still growing.  Soon he’ll be taller than I am.”
 
   “So what did you do?”
 
   “I talked to a man from the Commonwealth.  He was in charge of the orbiter.  He was desperate for more workers.  When I explained my friend was too young, he said he’d take care of it if I signed on to work, too.”
 
   “I should have known.”  The burly man spat on the ground.  “Leave it to those spacers to exploit our people for their goals.”
 
   “But sir, you can’t just accept his word,” the guard with the weapon pointed at Brent’s head protested.  “There is no proof to support him.”
 
   “Look for yourself.”  The burly man turned the device toward the armed guard.  “This counterfeit has all the earmarks of a spacer job – none of the expertise or flair of a local forger.”
 
   The armed guard slowly lowered his weapon, nodding in agreement with the burly man.  The burly man pushed Owen on toward the open elevator and motioned for Brent to come closer.  As Brent got close, the burly man put a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Listen, I know you did what you thought was best, but never trust a spacer.  You take your friend to the Silver Dragon too.  Tell them he needs a decent ident card, and show them this joke the Commonwealth made for him,” the burly man whispered as he handed the forged card to Brent.  “I hope his family gets well soon so the two of you can get off that death trap
 
   “Thanks for your help,” Brent said sincerely.
 
   “We’ve got to stick together; can’t let the spacers get everything they want.”  The burly man smiled.
 
   With that, Brent headed toward the elevator.  As the doors closed, Brent let out a tremendous sigh of relief.  They had made it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The last of the great monitors went dark.  The troopers cheered and jeered.  The observation room was twice as large as the mess hall and several times more popular.  Troopers filled it to capacity, shouting over the victories and defeats they’d just witnessed.  The first exam was over, and it had been unusual to say the least.
 
   “I don’t know about you, Jack, but I didn’t see that coming,” Nathan said still laughing.
 
   “Tripping and accidentally pulling the entire group off the platform right after they exit the drop ship,” Jack said, shaking his head
 
   “She just had to check out the edge.  Valiant effort by the group to save her, though.  Too bad they all ended up being pulled over the edge.”
 
   “I suppose it’s safe to say group E didn’t pass the exam.”
 
   “Pass?”  Nathan started laughing again.  “I’m not even sure if they technically started it.”
 
   Getting up from his chair, Nathan made his way to the bookies that were busy calculating the payouts.  Spotting the boy he had placed his bet with, Nathan quickly approached and tapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “Hello there, my boy,” Nathan said as non-threateningly as he could.  “I’m sure you remember me from earlier.”
 
   Just as before, the boy sheepishly nodded.
 
   “I was wondering if you could put up the results from the exams on the monitors?”  Nathan asked plainly.
 
   For a moment the boy froze then exchanged glances with the other bookies.
 
   “Sir, we can’t do that,” the boy replied slowly.  “The information is confidential.”
 
   “Nonsense, that’s never stopped you before.  I know you’ve already got the results and are using that information to figure out what you owe and what you are owed.  Just put up what you’ve got on the screens.”
 
   “Sir, even if I wanted to, I can’t.  We don’t have access.  We’d have to go through maintenance to get permission, and they’d never allow it.”
 
   “It never ceases to amaze me how many people on this station have more authority than I do.”  Nathan sighed and shook his head in dismay.  “Now look here, take my pad.  Use my authorization codes and put the information up there.  If anyone gives you any trouble, you tell them that the Administer ordered you to do it.”
 
   The boy again exchanged glances with the other bookies but in the end nodded and took the pad.  After a few moments the monitors started to shift to life.  As the boy handed back the pad, Nathan snatched it and sprinted back to Jack.  Nathan didn’t want to risk missing the reaction.
 
   “What was all that about?”  Jack asked suspiciously.
 
   “You’ll see,” Nathan said, nodding toward the main monitors.
 
   The monitors started replaying the key moments of the groups.  It started with group E, showing the disastrous plummet from the platform and the surprised look on the recruits’ faces as they landed on a nearly invisible net only a short drop below the platform.  A second monitor displayed statistics and other data on group E’s performance that were meaningless to Nathan.  What was important, at least financially, was that they had done the worst and were in last place as far as betting was concerned.  Nathan shuddered at the thought of all the lost bets.
 
   Next was group A.  They actually made it safely to the guards and the elevator.  When the last recruit inserted his ident card, the alarm buzzed.  At once the recruits panicked and charged the armed guards, pushing one guard off the edge and stealing the weapon of the other.  They forced their way into the elevator, guns blazing.  When the elevator reached the ground floor, two armed squads awaited them.  Needless to say, they failed, but they managed to do better than group E.  Being captured was still better than plummeting to your death moments after landing.
 
   Next was Group D.  Again, the last recruit set off the alarm.  Those in the elevator snuck up on the armed guards and managed to get their weapons away before they could react.  Forcing the three guards on the platform into the drop ship, they managed to enter the city.  However, it would only be a matter of time before someone noticed the missing guards, and their cover was blown.  They managed to take third place.
 
   Next was group B.  Like the rest, the last recruit set off the alarm.  They stood silent in the elevator as the guards searched the poor boy.  What followed chilled Nathan to the bone.  From the safety of the elevator the group took the pretense that they had been betrayed and started shouting at the last recruit.  However, the guard operating the ident scanner did not buy the act.  He handed his side arm to the leader of the group and demanded the spy be dealt with.  Without hesitation the leader then turned and fired on the recruit.  Thankfully, it was only an exam, so the recruit was only stunned rather than killed.  Group B passed the exam, but at a heavy cost.
 
   The reactions of the division leaders reminded Nathan that more was at stake than a few credits.  The exams not only tested a recruit’s abilities, they showed them off.  Whether a recruit was invited to a division or not was based more on their performance than the skills they possessed.  After all, even the most talented trooper was useless if they couldn’t function with the rest of a squad or follow orders.  Despite their unconventional methods, group B’s score was impressive, securing them second place.  Finally, the replay featured group C.  The replay met with thunderous cheering and applause.
 
   “Good picks,” Nathan said with a grin.  “I can almost taste the creds we are going to make.”
 
   “Are you implying I put them all together for your financial gain?” Jack said irritably.
 
   “I’m not implying anything.  What’s got you, Jack?  I thought you’d be happy Brent did so well.”
 
   “I am, Nathan.  I just expected more from the group.”
 
   “More?”
 
   “You said it yourself.  I hand picked each recruit in the group.  I took recruits that have been training for this all their lives and ones completely unprepared, recruits from rim worlds and core worlds.  I wanted an approximation of the population of the Commonwealth, complete with the friction.”
 
   “So what’s wrong?  Some got along, others fought.  Isn’t that what you wanted?”
 
   “Yes, but they all gave into Brent too easily.  It hasn’t been an hour and Brent is already the unquestioned commander of his group.  I don’t like the greater implications for the whole of the Commonwealth.”
 
   “That’s a bit extreme. His group was the only one to have problems before landing.  I’m sure the only reason they followed his lead was because he read the briefing.  Basically, he took the place of an authority figure when they needed one the most.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.”
 
   “All right, Jack, I know that tone of voice.  What is really bothering you.”
 
   “The other recruits I understand, but not the guard.  Zimmer is a master of Sims.  Some of his work responds so naturally I can almost forget it isn’t a real person.  So why create a guard that was so accommodating to Brent?”
 
   “Accommodating?  You mean Brent didn’t use any Weaver abilities to manipulate the guard?”
 
   “None.  I was observing him closely, not that I expected him to.  It seems that, along with his other memories from six years ago, Brent has forgotten all about his abilities.”
 
   “Could Zimmer’s guards have been responding to Brent as if he were manipulating them?”
 
   “Not possible.  The room is equipped with special sensors and observed by trained Weavers.  They’d know if anyone was or wasn’t using Weaver abilities.”
 
   “All right, but couldn’t it be dumb luck?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, as I understand it, when you get past the fancy details all a Sim boils down to are sets of if/then statements.  What looks like a guard talking to recruits is a specter responding to the actions of the recruits with predetermined responses.”
 
   “More or less.  Your point?”
 
   “Is it possible that Brent just happened to pick the course of action that would get the best reaction out of the guard?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that.”  Jack scratched his chin in thought.  “Zimmer prides himself on what he calls “complete” Sims.”
 
   “So he caught you and monologued over how amazing his work is, I take it?” Nathan asked with a grin.
 
   “I wouldn’t say caught.  I had a couple suggestions for his exam and he took the opportunity to explain his process, in detail.  According to him, his Sims are loaded with unique responses for every possible situation.  It is possible for Brent to have simply stumbled over the right one.  Improbable but not impossible.”
 
   “Good enough for me, and it looks like the groups have reached their next exams.”
 
   “So they have.  There won’t be any Sims this time.  I wonder how Brent will fare against a flesh and blood opponent.”
 
   “I certainly hope he passes – I’ve got a lot riding on the boy.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Zimmer had not been happy to see them.  His congratulations had been halfhearted.  As the recruits left him for their next exam, Brent could hear Zimmer muttering angrily to himself.  Waiting for them in the hallway was Humphrey, with a smile that didn’t quite belong on the otherwise glowering face.  Humphrey didn’t say a word as he led them down the corridors of the station to the next examination.  Brent paid careful attention, noting every indentation in the walls that was really a doorway.  Brent wondered if the other groups were behind those doorways, already taking the next exam as they wandered the halls. 
 
   “Here we are.”  Humphrey’s mumble almost sounded encouraging.  “This time they will test your stealth skills.  Keep up the good work.”
 
   Entering the room, the recruits found it empty.  There was no waiting instructor, no laid out instructions, just an empty room.  The recruits spread out, investigating the room.
 
   “Pretty smooth talking back there,” Hiroko said with a proud smile.  “Guess you’re not a lost cause after all.  And certainly not a mute,” she added, sticking her tongue out at Erin.
 
   “You really saved my hide.”  Owen was emphatic as he shook Brent’s hand.  “If there is ever anything I can do for you, just say so and it’s yours.”
 
   “You should have let him fail,” Erin said matter-of-factly.  “The exams are to test a person’s ability.  Intervening and saving someone from failing could put us all at risk later.”
 
   “I see,” Hiroko snapped at Erin.  “So, silently following Brent and slipping your card effortlessly through the scanner without incident was a fair test of your abilities?  Good to know we’ve got a master of “do nothing” on our side.  If we are ever faced by an army of ravenous card scanners, we’ll leave it to you.”
 
   The recruits in earshot chuckled to themselves.
 
   “You are one to talk!” Erin shouted in frustration and embarrassment.  “Your performance was no greater than mine was!  I’ve spent years training for this.  I studied the standard exams in detail.  It shouldn’t be like this!”
 
   “Maybe so, but I didn’t attack Owen for having bad luck!” Hiroko shouted back.  “Besides Owen and Brent none of us were really tested!”
 
   “You both have a point.”  Dante interrupted the shouting.  “These exams don’t seem to be designed to test our individual abilities.  Why do you think that is, sir?”
 
   It took Brent a moment to realize the question was directed at him.  No one else seemed to share Brent’s confusion as they stared at him, awaiting his answer.
 
   “Maybe they are testing us for something else,” Brent answered.
 
   “Something else?” Erin asked in exasperation.  “What else could you want from new recruits than to know their abilities, or lack thereof?” Erin stared at Hiroko as she finished her statement.
 
   “Maybe they want to know if any of us are stuck’ up core worlders who are best seen and not heard!”  Hiroko shouted back.
 
   “What about how we respond as a group?”  Owen ventured a guess.
 
   “I doubt that, Owen.”  Dante’s voice had an analytical edge to it.  “If they wanted to see a group reaction, why single out the first and last recruits to pass through the scanner?  As Miss Taguchi stated, only the two of you had major roles to play.  If they wanted a group reaction they’d need something that would impact us all equally.”
 
   “Miss?  Erin asked calming down a bit.  “I wouldn’t bother being formal in regards to her.  Besides, it’s a moot point.  After the exams we’ll all be invited or assigned to different divisions.  Why would anyone even care how well we functioned as a group?”
 
   “She’s right, you know,” A male recruit added.  “If we don’t start showing what we’ve got, we’ll end up without a division.  I don’t know about you, but I’d rather die than be assigned to a division.”
 
   A loud hissing interrupted the conversation.  The recruits standing near the far edge of the room quickly backed away from the sound.  Two large doors slowly opened, revealing a meadow.
 
   “What are you all doing out there?  The real fun is in here!” a loud voice boomed.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4: Stealth
 
   Almost in unison Hiroko, Owen, Dante, and even Erin turned their gazes on Brent.  Feeling as if the gazes were boring into him, he took his first steps into the new room.  It was a large, wooded grassland with a clear, blue skyline.  A few light and puffy clouds dotted the otherwise pure blue sky.  The trees were numerous but not very wide, each with a plethora of branches covered in brown and red leaves.
 
   “Well come on,” the voice boomed again.  “We can’t start with all of you standing out there.  Come closer!”
 
   As the group quickly headed toward the voice, Brent noted the tremendous noise the dead leaves made as they trampled them.  This was completely unlike the first exam.  Instead of a confined space with a deadly drop, they were in a serene forest that seemed endless.  As they got closer to the voice, the trees started to thin out.  Soon there was only light tree cover, allowing him to make out a clearing ahead with some sort of structure in its center.  It was a small, square building with dull blue walls about one story tall.  In the center was a large man sitting in some sort of command chair.  He was a heavyset man with a thick beard that was twisted upward in a large grin.  As the recruits entered the clearing, the heavy man pressed one of the controls on his chair, and a table with several large rings jutted out of the structure.
 
   “Good day, recruits!”  The instructor’s voice was deep and rich with a volume that bordered on shouting.  “Today I get the pleasure of being the one to assess your stealth skills!  First off, you’ll notice the wristbands in front of you.  Everyone please take one and put it on.  Don’t worry about fit; they’ll resize if necessary.  While you all do that, I’ll explain today’s game.”
 
   “Game?” Hiroko asked, placing the band on her left wrist.  “Isn’t this an exam?” 
 
   “Well, that’s true.  This is an exam, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun, does it?”  The instructor’s beard twisted upward as he made a large toothy grin.  “Now, today’s exercise will be a simple one.  Each of you will take a place at the parameter of this forest.  Once in place, your objective will be to get back to this spot without me detecting you.  Now, seeing as this is your first exercise of this nature, I’m going to give you a few advantages.  Should make this more entertaining.”
 
   The instructor paused to wink at Hiroko.  She blushed under the attention which caused the instructor to laugh with the force of dull thunder.
 
   “When you are all in position, it will become night, making it easier for you to slink around,” he continued.  “I’ll also remain in my little base here.  If I was out there hunting you, this wouldn’t last more than a minute, and where’s the fun in that?  However, don’t think this will be a walk in the park!  I will be using all my skill to track you down.  If I do manage to detect you, those wristbands will glow a bright orange color.  Now that we are all set, let’s begin!” the instructor bellowed.
 
   As the instructor finished, twenty beacons of light could be made out in the distance, obviously the starting points for the recruits.
 
   “I’ll pass this exam in a flash,” Erin said, jogging toward a beacon.  “Don’t worry Hiroko; I won’t gloat too much when I get back before you.”
 
   Several recruits exchanged glances, then took off after Erin, all of them heading back toward the entrance they had all just come from.  Heading in the opposite direction, Brent took his time and walked at a leisurely pace.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?”  Brent recognized Owen’s voice coming up behind him.  “Shouldn’t we be hurrying?”
 
   “Look around, Owen.  What do you notice about the beacons?” Brent asked, maintaining his pace.
 
   “I don’t know.  They are pretty bright to be visible at this time of day?”  Owen guessed.
 
   “That’s not it, Owen,” Hiroko joined in, following a short distance behind Owen.  “I bet it’s that they are equally spaced.”
 
   “And with so many heading to the same beacon, it will take them a while to sort out.  Isn’t that right, sir?”  Dante added, joining the small group.
 
   Brent nodded and continued toward the farthest beacon.  All in all, it took about ten minutes to reach the beacon.  Turning, he could make out that five of the far beacons had gone out while the rest remained brightly lit.  As Brent stepped into the beacon, it too went off.  Almost in unison, the eight beacons on his half of the forest went off as the group that followed him all reached their beacons at the same time.  He could almost imagine the last seven recruits feverishly fighting over the last beacons.
 
   Brent took the time remaining to study the forest.  While thin, the trees would provide enough cover to hide a recruit if they stood with one shoulder facing the tree.  There were ample trees to leap frog from one to another.  However, he remembered the sparse tree cover near the clearing.  Dodging from one tree to another wouldn’t work.  Even at their relaxed pace, he had noticed that they still made a great deal of noise crunching the leaves underfoot.
 
   Grabbing a dead branch, he threw it at a nearby tree.  It hit with a loud, hollow tone.  Most of the leaves fell to the ground doubling the amount of leaves to be crunched as they passed the tree.  However, he noticed that the falling leaves also covered up the roots of the tree.  There was abundant ground cover; why not turn it into an advantage?
 
   “Took you all a while, didn’t it?” the instructor’s voice rang out as the last beacon extinguished.  “As promised, I give you night.  When the first stars come out the test will begin, and you will be free to get to me in any manner you wish.  Good luck and happy hunting!”
 
   Brent looked above and found the clouds moving at an impossible rate, the ambient lighting changed from bright noon sun to the dull amber of dusk.  In about thirty seconds, the environment had shifted from noon to midnight.  Brent noticed several nearby recruits closing in on him.
 
   “Looks like there are eight of us with the last four sneaking widely around the center to join us, sir,” reported Dante
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Owen whispered.  “Got our own little squad, but does anyone have a plan?”
 
   “I’ve got one,” Brent said, matching Owen’s whisper.
 
   “Of course you do.”  Hiroko added, as the last recruits joined them.  “I expected nothing less!”
 
   “The instructor can’t see us out here, but who knows if he has listening devices, so everyone be quiet from this point on,” Brent said when all the recruits were close enough to hear his whispering.  “Dante come with me.  Everyone else stay here until you get the idea, then repeat.”
 
   “Understood, sir,” Dante responded in a low voice that spoke for everyone.
 
   Brent and Dante slowly advanced toward a nearby tree.  Brent grabbed it and started gently shaking it.  When most of the leaves had silently fallen to the ground, he motioned for Dante to face away from him.  With Dante’s back turned, he started imbedding leaves in his uniform.  After a few moments, the back of Dante’s uniform looked like the surrounding ground brush.  He then gestured for Dante to do the same to his uniform.  Having gotten the idea, the rest of the six paired up and headed toward nearby trees.  A few minutes later, Brent’s haphazard squad was done and ready to move out.
 
   “We will split into two groups so that if this doesn’t work we won’t all get caught,” Brent whispered.  “I’ll lead the first group and Owen will take the second.”
 
   Brent searched the ground cover until he found a branch.
 
   “Owen and I will take a handful of these branches, and when the ground cover gets sparse along our path we will throw them against a tree to provide more leaves to add to our cover,” he explained as quietly as he could.  “To keep the instructor from figuring out our plan, the rest of the group will also bring some branches and throw them against other trees randomly.  If this works we should make the clearing before the instructor figures out where we are.”
 
   Everyone nodded and started searching for branches.  When everyone had a handful or two, Brent pointed in the direction Owen was to take and started on his path.  Once the two groups had separated enough, Brent hit the ground and started crawling slowly and silently toward the clearing in the center.
 
   “He can’t be serious!  He wants us to crawl?” Hiroko whined.
 
   “Shush, you want to pass this exam right?” Owen asked, dragging Hiroko to the ground with him.  “Can’t let Erin get the last laugh now, can we?” 
 
   Out of the corner of his eye Brent saw the rest of Owen’s group do the same.  Once on the ground he lost track of them.  This trick of his might work better than he expected.  At the rate Brent and his group were crawling, it would take at least three times as long to get back to the center as it had taken to get to their beacons.  On the plus side, in the seeming eternity of slow progress the recruits improved their crawling until they were almost silent.
 
   After a long period he could once again make out the structure ahead.  The instructor was still in his chair, but now four searchlights, one on each side of the fortress, scanned the near woods.  Brent assigned them arbitrary directions in his mind, calling the one patrolling his area the south light.  He could make out a display on the arm of the instructor’s chair; the green gray light it emitted hinted at some sort of night vision.  He came to a complete stop.  This was a new development he hadn’t counted on.
 
   “Dante, throw a branch to your right at a tree halfway between us and where the second group should be,” Brent whispered urgently.  “Wait, throw it closer to us.  Owen might have gotten closer without knowing it.” 
 
   Dante nodded slightly and threw a branch.  Dante hit the tree squarely, causing it to produce a loud, hollow tone.  The south light patrolling their area of the woods zeroed in on the noise instantly.  Brent could hear the motors whine as the instructor and his chair swiveled until he was facing the tree the light was focused on.  The instructor hunched over the view screen on the arm of his chair.  After several unbearable moments, the light resumed its patrol pattern, and the instructor started checking the other facings.  Owen was sure to have seen that and would get the message.  The lights were sensitive to sound.
 
   Once more Brent and his group resumed their forward crawl.  Their progress was slow but silent.  The camouflage blended in so well that they didn’t have to freeze save for when the light swept directly over them.  He started to wonder how the other recruits who hadn’t joined them were doing.  The instructor had been silent since night had fallen, and Brent had a feeling that when he caught a recruit he would be anything but quiet about it.
 
   His ponderings came to an abrupt end when he realized the ground in front of him had only sparse covering.  They would need more leaves on the ground to keep hidden.  However, he knew that if he threw a branch at a tree in front of them to provide cover, the south light would zero in.  The group would have the attention of the instructor focused squarely on them.  If their camouflage didn’t hold up they’d be spotted in an instant.  Brent remembered the swiveling chair.  The instructor had to face the direction of the light.  Perhaps the instructor couldn’t scan more than one area at a time.
 
   “Dante, I want you to try and hit the furthest tree on your left you think you can hit.  Everyone else, I want your heads down, eyes on the ground and no movement until I say so.” Brent whispered his command.
 
   As Dante sized up the distances, Brent readied for his own throw.  Dante pulled his arm back and tossed the branch as hard as he could without making a sound.  As soon as the branch left Dante’s hand, Brent threw his own branch.  Dante’s hit first, and the west facing light aimed at the tree as did the south facing light a few moments later when Brent’s branch hit its target.  The instructor’s chair swiveled, stopping first on the west facing.  The instructor studied his display for an excruciating amount of time.  Then the chair to swiveled to the south facing.  Brent turned his head and stared at the ground.  He knew that his eyes would reflect and become two beacons of light on the instructor’s display.
 
   However, he was right.  The instructor could only view one direction at a time.  The tree he had hit was only a few feet ahead of him and his squad.  Most likely the instructor was looking directly at them, hopefully without knowing it.  Brent and the entire group remained perfectly still, holding their breath awaiting the bellow of the instructor when he found them.  The beating of his heart became thunder in his ears.  He wondered if the instructor’s equipment could hear it.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye he saw the west facing light start its patrol pattern again, but Brent dared not lift his head yet.  He noticed the movement of the south light, but it was too slow to be on the patrol pattern.  The instructor must be controlling it directly. Each second hung as the light slowly panned around Brent, searching for the group.  Without warning a loud thud could be heard from his right.  The south facing light paused for a moment, then began moving at its normal patrol speed.  Brent ventured a small glace ahead.  The east facing light was targeting a tree, and the instructor had rotated to face it.  Owen must have thrown a branch.
 
   “All right, move on, but slowly, and be ready to stop at any moment, eyes on the ground,” Brent whispered.
 
   Again, Brent and his team inched ahead; the instructor was still examining the east side.  Before long, they reached the edge of the woods.  There were no more trees between them and the fortress.  Brent was wondering how best to approach when he heard two thumps almost simultaneously.  At once, Brent and his entire group came to a dead stop, dropping flat on the ground.  He could still make out the west facing light moving on its patrol path, but he couldn’t see the south or east.  Owen’s group must have needed more cover, but the question was, were they in the south section with him or the east.  This would be the third time the south had been hit and the second for the east.  The instructor must have figured out he was being played with.
 
   A bigger problem was what to do about the final stretch.  There was meager cover after the woods ended and no trees to steal cover from.  The only thing Brent had on his side was that the instructor could only see one direction at a time.  However, with all the activity on the south, the instructor would be suspicious of anything else they did.  Brent shifted his gaze toward the tree Dante had hit in the west.  It was a far distance into the west side, maybe far enough to distract the instructor.
 
   Suddenly, the searchlight came directly over him.  The brush immediately around him was as bright as if it was day again.  He held absolutely still.  If the instructor had spotted him, he wouldn’t give away the rest of his group.  The light slowly continued along the extreme edge of the woods; the instructor hadn’t spotted him.  After an additional pass of the edge, the light returned to its patrol path.  Brent gazed up and found the instructor analyzing the east side carefully.  Owen was most likely in the east or southeast and was likely pinned under the inspector’s gaze.
 
   “Dante, I want you to hit another tree to your left, as far as you can,” Brent whispered.
 
   Dante heaved another branch deep into the west and ducked his head before it even hit the tree.  The light in the west focused, and the instructor hesitantly panned over to the west.  Brent stared in the direction he thought Owen to be and urged him with every fiber of his being to take the opportunity and close to the fortress.  A few moments later a dull thud could be heard in the distance.  None of the lights he could see altered from their patrol patterns in any way.  The sound must have come from the north.  Owen had returned the favor.  Brent eyed the instructor like a hawk, waiting for the movement of the chair.  It began to pan to the north.
 
   “This is it.  Double time!” Brent put as much force in his whisper as he could.  “Move as fast as you can without making noise, stop only if the light falls on you.  Go!”
 
   He launched ahead, crawling at a speed near that of walking.  While the area ahead was devoid of leaves, making for poor cover, the lack of leaves also meant there wasn’t anything for them to step on inadvertently and give them away.  Swiftly and silently his group approached the fortress, only stopping once as the light scanned over them.  However, with the instructor’s attention in the north, the few leafy clumps in the middle of the barren clearing went unnoticed by the automated searchlight.  As Brent reached the structure, he saw Owen’s team nearing the fortress from the east.  He waited as Owen’s group got closer, and then all eight touched the fortress in unison.  As soon as they made contact, the night ended and the sun quickly rose to noon.
 
   “What in the world?” came the booming voice of the instructor as he searched for the recruits.  “Behind me! Perfect! So many, two, four, six, eight! Now how did so many sneak up all at the same time?  I must be loosing my touch.” 
 
   “Does that mean we pass?” Owen asked.
 
   “Of course!  I was hoping at least one of you would make it.  Never would have believed eight!  Pity I didn’t get a single one of you.  It never crossed my mind that I wouldn’t eliminate at least one out of twenty.”
 
   “Wait a minute, twenty?”  Hiroko gesticulated at the otherwise empty field.  “There are only eight of us here.  What about the others?”
 
   “They gave up!” the instructor said, nodding toward the opposing tree lines.  “I saw the signs of them coming.  Figured I’d get one or two of them before they knew what hit them.  But sadly no.  When they got to the thinner parts of the woods, they sat behind the tree line and waited.  I could hear them muttering among themselves but couldn’t spot them and activate the bracelets.”
 
   “What?!” Hiroko shouted angrily.  “You mean they sat around and chatted quietly while we did all the work?”
 
   “That about sums it up.” The instructor started laughing so hard it sounded like dull thunder.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is horrible!” a bookie in a white and purple uniform lamented as he went over the figures.  “Cain, why did you ever take his bet?”
 
   “What would you have done, Daniel?”  Cain sniped back defensively.  “Told the Administer his credits weren’t good enough to place a bet?”
 
   “I told you we needed to put a cap on bets!” a female bookie in tan and green said haughtily.
 
   “No, you didn’t, although I wish you had,” Daniel moaned.  “This won’t end well for us.  Four thousand credits on an underdog.  A nobody!”
 
   “Who would have thought the Administer, of all people, would place a bet, and one so large?  What was the payout when betting closed?” Cain asked, hoping his figures were wrong.
 
   “Of an unknown passing each and every exam?”  Daniel’s response was more of a growl than anything else.  “Twenty against, at least.  If that Brent kid manages to pull it off, the Administer will get twenty creds for each and every one of his four thousand.”
 
   “Eighty thousand?!  Can’t we cancel the bet?” the girl asked hopefully.  “Call it a conflict of interest maybe?  He is in a position to manipulate the outcome, right?”
 
   “I wish it was that simple, Ruth,” Cain said desperately.  “I did some checking.  Not only are the instructors conducting the tests, they concocted them.  That Weaver that accompanies the Administer gave them suggestions but no exact details or guidelines, so we can’t even cancel his portion of the bet.  The bottom line is the Administer has no more control over the outcomes than we do.”
 
   “Even if we could somehow revoke the Administer’s bet, it wouldn’t do us much good.”  Daniel sat back and sighed.  “Word spread quickly.  We’ve got at least a dozen large bets all on Brent and that blasted group C.”
 
   “Maybe they will make a mistake or two,” Ruth ventured.  “If Brent fails even one exam most of the bets will go in our favor.”
 
   “Just look at the monitors!”  Daniel shouted in exasperation.  “Group A gave up and hid behind the tree line until time ran out.  Group D was disqualified for taking off the arm bands and walking in the open back to the instructor.  Group E tried to distract the instructor with two recruits while the others snuck up behind him.  The instructor figured it out and took out the entire squad.  The two ‘distractions’ actually made it to the base while the instructor picked off the other panicking recruits.  Group B charged the instructor in mass.  They lost half the group in the attempt, but they did manage to reach the instructor.”
 
   “Your point?”  Ruth folded her arms.
 
   “His point is that out of five groups, only three actually reached the goal,” Cain answered for Daniel.  “And only one of those three managed to do it without the majority of the group failing.  This Brent kid is making the rest of the recruits look like chickens running around with their heads cut off.”
 
   “Just look at the troopers, Ruth,” Daniel said disgustedly.  “All of them are crowding around the monitors showing group C’s exam.  The cheering can be heard all over the station!  The kid is putting on quite the show.”
 
   “What if we let people make some more bets?”  Ruth was grasping at straws.  “You know, get some suckers to cover our losses?”
 
   “What would be the point in that?”  Cain dismissed the idea.  “No one would be foolish enough to put credits on the losing groups, and the last thing we need is more on Brent.  We are already in the hole; you want to keep digging us deeper?”
 
   “Well, what if we changed the payouts?”  Ruth was desperate.
 
   “If we did that we’d lose all credibility as bookies.”  Cain was firm in his answer.  “Once a bet is made you can’t change the terms.”
 
   “She might have an idea.”  Daniel was rubbing his chin.
 
   “You insane?”  Cain eyed Daniel.  “I know things are desperate, but we can’t be that reckless.”
 
   “Fortune favors the bold.”  A grin emerged on Daniel’s face.  “I’m not suggesting we follow either of her ideas, but both of them!”
 
   “Both of them?  I get it!”  Ruth was giggling.  “We open for new bets with new odds.  It won’t change the bets we already have so no one can complain.”
 
   “Precisely.  We don’t even have to rig it.”  Daniel’s mind was set.  “Right now every group but Brent’s is a long shot.”
 
   “What happens if the other groups do well?”  Cain’s words cut through the other bookies.  “I hate to rain on your parades, but what if the first exams were flukes and all five groups do well from this point on?”
 
   “He has a point, Daniel.”  Ruth’s voice oozed with defeat.  “I guess it really is hopeless.”
 
   “Okay, so just opening for new bets is a dumb idea.  What about a new kind of bet?”  Daniel wasn’t about to give up that easily.
 
   “New kind?” Ruth asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Sure.”  Daniel was obviously working out the idea as he spoke.  “Right now we have a myriad of wagers on individuals and groups based on if they pass or fail the exams.  If they pass an exam some people make creds, others lose them.  What if we started a competition pool?”
 
   “Competition pool?”  Cain was intrigued.
 
   “We start an open pool.  Which group will end up on top.”  Daniel was tripping over his words as he spoke.  “We let people place bets on whichever group they want whenever they want.  No refunds, of course.  When today is over, the pot is divided among those who bet on the winning group.”
 
   “And this helps us, how?”  Ruth asked skeptically.
 
   “Did I forget to mention we take a nominal fee on each bet?”  Daniel was practically glowing.  “No matter who wins, we do!  The winnings are completely based on what people pay in, so it can’t pull us under, and with a small commission on each bet, maybe we’ll make enough to end today with a profit!”
 
   “Sounds reasonable, but with us so far in the red there is the chance we’ll still be in trouble when all is said and done,” Cain said, accepting the idea.
 
   “Fortune favors the bold!”  Daniel was already rushing off toward the mess hall.  “Let’s spread the word!”
 
   “Is it just me or did Daniel seem almost giddy?”  Cain asked as he watched Daniel run off.
 
   “I didn’t know Daniel did giddy,” Ruth said.  “Maybe this was bothering him more than we know.  Oh well, it’s a good plan.  I’ll start hitting up the stragglers here.”  She got up and headed toward a group of troopers still lingering outside the observation room.
 
   Cain had been working with Daniel for almost two years now.  In that time Cain had gotten used to Daniel’s sour nature.  Cain couldn’t bring to mind a single occasion Daniel had been so energetic.  Something had to be wrong.  Cain bolted after Daniel, the sour spot in the pit of his stomach growing.
 
   “Wait up a minute!”  Cain said as he reached Daniel.
 
   “Something else go wrong?”  Daniel asked, turning around.
 
   “I’m hoping not.  We’ve worked together for a long time, Daniel, and you are not what I’d call excitable.  No offense.”
 
   “None taken.  I take it as a compliment.  A bookie needs to remain calm at all times.”
 
   “Then why were you acting like a child who had just gotten his birthday presents early?  I know we are in trouble, but I never would have guessed it would effect you this badly.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.  There is more than a few credits at stake.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Listen, you’ve got to keep this to yourself.”  Daniel glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to hear.  “I can’t risk word getting out.”
 
   “Word getting out about what?”
 
   “Well, you know my division leader, right?”
 
   “Of course.  It’s hard not to know Reggie and his exploits.  What did he do now?”
 
   “Well, he was tight on credits, needed some extra creds to hold him over.”
 
   “Poor thing.  What does this have to do with anything?”
 
   “Well, you see, he pressured me for info on the new recruits.”
 
   “Let me guess.  Based on what we knew, Reggie figured group C was easy pickings and bet every single credit he had on them.”
 
   “Close.  He and the squad leaders put it all on the line.  Naturally, they bet against them.  They were misfits, barely any prior training.  The way Reggie figured it, they’d be too busy running in circles and butting heads to pass anything.”
 
   “And now that group C is doing so well, Reggie and the rest are out for blood.”
 
   “Precisely.  I was hoping to calm them down by promising to split any profits I made with them.”
 
   “Do you think it will work?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I think it’s going to get a bit crowded in Medical.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5: The Mess Hall
 
   Brent wasn’t sure if he should be readying himself to catch Hiroko.  She was walking with such pride in her step, he was certain any moment now she would lift off the ground and float the rest of the way to the mess hall.  Hiroko’s disgust had quickly faded when she saw the look on Erin’s face.  While Hiroko and the rest crawled to victory, Erin had sat behind a tree – unable to get a single step closer.  The humiliation was written in bold on Erin’s blushing face.  Owen had stood ready to break up any fight between the two girls, but after a single glance neither said a word.  Humphrey had been waiting for them in the hall.  While his ever-present sour expression still lingered, his mumbling voice was almost cheerful as he guided them to the mess hall.
 
   “I almost thought the instructor had us,” Owen said, recounting his experience to Dante.  “I figured he’d never take that spot off me.”
 
   As Dante chuckled, the other recruits, who had sat idly by during the exam, listened intently.
 
   “It’s a good thing he didn’t,” Hiroko said still dusting herself off.  “If we’d been caught and all that crawling was for nothing, I would have gotten up and broken those search lights myself.”
 
   Brent chuckled to himself as Owen retold every moment of the experience in exaggerated detail.  Ahead, Brent could make out a large room.  It was filled with countless troopers sitting in rows at immense tables.  Some were eating quietly, but most were chatting loudly while gesticulating wildly.
 
   “All right, enough chitter chatter.”  Humphrey’s mumbling voice was almost completely drowned out by the noise of the eating troopers.  “This is the mess hall.  Your assigned seating is to the left.  I’d recommend you focus on your meals.  The next exam is one of the hardest, and the last thing you’ll want is to face it on an empty stomach.  Oh, and try to be nice to the recruiters.  I’m sure you will all be quite popular, so make sure you know your options before signing with a division.”
 
   Humphrey quickly abandoned the recruits and headed toward a group of troopers all wearing the same colored uniform.  Brent had only noticed in passing that Humphrey’s uniform was green and orange, but now that he was standing in the mess hall, it was apparent the colors indicated what division a trooper belonged to.  The colors were totally segregated.  The troopers at each table wore the same colors without exception.  Brent noticed Hiroko scanning the room with wide eyes.
 
   “After today that will be us.  I wonder which divisions are the most prestigious,” Hiroko said more than asked.
 
   “Who knows?  I just hope I don’t get asked to join that one,” Owen said pointing at a table of troopers in pink and white.
 
   Some of the male recruits burst into laughter.  As the recruits made their way to the assigned table, Brent noticed a growing number of troopers looking at them.  By the time they sat down, it was apparent that almost every division was looking them over.
 
   “Is it just me, or are we being watched?” Brent asked, turning to Dante.
 
   “From my understanding,” Dante said with a small smile, “we are the equivalent of fresh chum being waved in front of a pack a starving sharks, sir.”
 
   “That’s right!” Owen said as surveyed those observing them.  “We are entering the academy right before a trial, aren’t we?” 
 
   “It’s always that way,” Hiroko said in an all-knowing tone of voice.  “As troopers graduate into field positions, new recruits are brought in to replace them.”
 
   “The divisions are desperate to recoup their losses for the upcoming trials,” Erin grinned at Hiroko.  “Diminishes the chance of a recruit being assigned to a division.  That way even someone like you has a chance of joining a division.”
 
   The cease-fire was over.
 
   “Trials?”  Brent asked before the two girls could start up again.
 
   “You mean to tell me the star recruit doesn’t know about the trials?”  An unfamiliar voice shouted toward Brent.
 
   Brent found the voice belonged to a recruit sitting at the far end of the table.  All twenty of his group barely took up a fifth of the table.  He realized that all the recruits would be sitting at the same table. Three groups were already at the table and evidently eavesdropping.  The owner of the voice got up from her seat and approached Brent.
 
   “The squad leader that’s been guiding us around this place has been going on and on about your amazing performance,” she moaned.  “You mean to tell me that you honestly don’t know about the trials?”
 
   “Apparently knowing about them hasn’t improved your performance any,” Dante said without acknowledging the girl.
 
   “You want to say that to my face?”  The girl was fuming.
 
   “Why don’t you let it drop for now?” a tall young man said, placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “Wouldn’t be wise to start a fight before you are in a division, now would it?” 
 
   “Why don’t you mind your own business?”  The girl forcefully removed the man’s hand.
 
   Brent noticed Hiroko’s jaw had dropped.  Leaning forward Brent whispered.
 
   “Know him?”  Brent asked, while motioning for her to close her mouth.
 
   “See the emblem on his shoulder?”  Hiroko hastily started to dust off her uniform.
 
   On the man’s right shoulder was a small crest.  Brent couldn’t make it out from his sitting position, but it was a gold color.
 
   “Yeah, and it means?” Brent asked.
 
   “He’s a division leader!” Hiroko whispered forcefully.
 
   At once the girl fighting with the division leader froze.  Apparently she heard Hiroko, and the fact she was bickering with a division leader was dawning on her for the first time.  Brent had been so focused on the girl he hadn’t noticed the other division leader’s approach.  There were now several division leaders crowding around their table.  A few division leaders had intercepted the last recruit groups before they even reached the table.  A group of men in solid gray muscled their way through the division leaders.  Without a word, they placed trays down in front of every recruit and the spots where recruits should have been. 
 
    On the tray was what Brent guessed was food.  On the right side of the tray was a flattish red square.  It jiggled a bit when he touched it.  On the left, separated by utensils from the red blob, was a dirt brown cube.  It did not jiggle when he touched it.  Ignoring the chatter of the division leaders, Brent took a slice of the red blob first.  It was overly sweet and was far tougher to chew than he anticipated.  It was a rubbery substance tasting of synthetic flavors designed to hide some form of nutrition that was probably as hard to pronounce as it was to chew.  Surprisingly, the dirt cube was far easier to chew but it did, in fact, taste like dirt.
 
   “When they promised you square meals you didn’t think they were being literal, did you?” a division leader asked.  “D rations.  Glorious aren’t they?  Enough to keep you alive, but you’ll wish your taste buds were dead when you eat it.  Join our division and I can promise you you’ll never have to taste it again,” he boasted.
 
   The recruits all pulled out their pads, some excitedly, others begrudgingly.  Brent followed suit and slowly removed his pad from his pocket.  As soon as it was clear of the pocket, it was snatched from his hands from behind.  Turning, Brent found a division leader in pink and white holding his pad, quickly going through it.
 
   “Sorry boys, you snooze you lose.  This one is signing up with the SF.”  The division leader stuck out her tongue at the others.
 
   “You can’t do that, Tyra!  He never agreed to it!” a division leader in tan and green protested.
 
   “And what do you need him for anyway?” a division leader shouted from behind Brent.  “You are going against the FF on your trial.  You could blindfold your entire division and still advance!”
 
   Several division leaders chuckled while a couple tried to wrestle the pad away.
 
   “My friends, we’ve been beaten to the punch!”  Tyra said disappointedly.
 
   “What are you talking about?  When would anyone have had the chance?”  The tan and green division leader eyed Brent.
 
   “Forget when.  Who had the nerve to be so underhanded?” a division leader in purple and tan asked.
 
   “Doesn’t say.”  Tyra shrugged.  “It just lists him as assigned.  Better luck after the trial I suppose.”
 
   The other division leaders reluctantly returned their attention to the other recruits.
 
   “Don’t get comfy; I don’t give up so easily.”  Tyra winked at Brent as she dropped the pad in his lap.  “You’ll be mine one of these days.  Count on it.”
 
   “Looks like you’ve made a friend, sir,” Dante said between bites.
 
   Remembering Humphrey’s suggestion, Brent returned to his meal.  After some experimentation, he found the meal almost enjoyable when he mixed the two squares.  While he polished off the meal, the other recruits and division leaders talked in circles.  It sounded like a group of salesmen trying to sell flood insurance to a group of desert nomads.  As Brent forced down the last bite, he noticed the chatter was quieting.  Perhaps the other recruits had finished their negotiations, and they could focus on the next few exams.
 
   “So this is where the little ones are hiding,” a harsh voice announced.
 
   Brent turned to face the new voice.  Its owner had a square jaw lined with a thin but thick beard.  He couldn’t tell if the face was scowling or if the eyebrows were simply poorly groomed.  A wicked smile pulled at the mouth as it spoke.
 
   “What do you want, Reggie?” a division leader asked bitterly.
 
   “Nothing that concerns you.  I suggest you all return to your meals before they get cold.  Well, colder,” Reggie replied coolly.
 
   “And what if we don’t listen to your suggestion?”  Tyra asked calmly.
 
   “Well, that might upset my friends.  And you wouldn’t want that, now would you, Tyra?”  Reggie smiled sinisterly.
 
   As if they had been waiting for their cue, a huge mass of troopers descended on the table.  Standing behind Reggie in neat rows, Brent could make out dozens and dozens of troopers, every one of them wearing the same white and purple uniform that Reggie was.
 
   “Brought a few squads to back you up?” Tyra asked, without taking a step back.  “How brave of you.”
 
   “A few squads?”  Reggie wasn’t playing around anymore, his tone was devoid of idle threats.  “Forgotten how to count have we?  I trust you’ll find that my entire division stands with me, all one hundred strong.  Now, I’m only going to say this one more time.  Step away from the recruits and return to your own table.  Now.”
 
   Several division leaders immediately took their leave and quickly rushed back to their tables.  Most of the recruits stood up, clearing themselves of the table and tensing for a fight.  Tyra stood firm.  Brent remained sitting, his neck starting to ache from looking behind him for so long.
 
   “Now, now.  Can’t we all just get along?” a deep voice asked playfully from opposite Reggie.
 
   Looking forward, Brent was face to face with a pair of boots.  Standing where his meal had been was a heavyset trooper in a green and orange uniform with a huge grin practically lining his face from ear to ear.  Behind him, standing on the other side of the table, was another army of troopers.  While their uniforms were sloppy and mostly unkempt, they too wore the green and orange of the trooper standing before Brent.
 
   “Who are you and what does the FF want with me?”  Reggie asked, honestly confused.
 
   “His name is Cain, and he told me you have a little bit of a tiff with that boy.”  A tall man in green and orange with a gold emblem on his shoulder emerged from the group of troopers.  “Is this true, Reggie?”
 
   “Leonard, I should have known.”  Reggie’s voice remained firm.  “This doesn’t concern you.  Don’t stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.  This is RG business; leave us to it.”
 
   “Dante, take the others and get some distance,” Brent whispered as he stood.  “This doesn’t look good.”
 
   “Sir?”  Dante asked with clenched fists.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I’m the one Reggie is gunning for.  The last thing we need is to be in a brawl before the next exam.  Now get everyone out of here,” Brent whispered forcefully.
 
   “Maybe if you are lucky they will count this as your combat exam,” The heavyset trooper said as he got off Brent’s plate.
 
   “Cain was it?” Owen asked.  “What exactly is that guy’s problem with Brent?” 
 
   “Reginald?  You guys are doing a bit too well on the exams,” Cain said swiping at the food hanging off his boots.  “Reggie thinks he can put an end to that by putting an end to your friend.”
 
   “Looks like the odds are no longer in your favor, Reggie,” Leonard said.  “My division, a few brave division leaders, and, to top it all off, the entire set of recruits.  You sure you want to take us all on?” he asked as he advanced toward his foe.
 
   “You know, I was never any good at retreating.  Once I choose a plan of action, it’s all or nothing!”  Reggie shouted as he charged forward.
 
   Joining the battle charge, the entire RG division behind Reggie rushed the recruits.  The FF matched charge for charge, leaping over the table.  Reggie dodged Leonard’s punch and dived toward Brent.  Reggie made contact, knocking the wind out of him.  Staggering, Brent watched Reggie launch a follow up punch.  He tried to duck but was too slow.  The blow landed squarely on his right cheek.  As Brent hit the floor, Reggie raised both his fists, locking them together for the final blow.  Reggie swung down with all his might.  Brent’s eyes closed, anticipating the coming blow.
 
   However, there was no following pain.  Opening his eyes, he found a female trooper in FF colors standing between them, Reggie’s fists still resting on her shoulders.  A brief look of fear washed over Reggie’s face before he disappeared to the floor.  Dante had swept Reggie’s feet out from under him with a single move.  Taking deep breaths while he tried to stand, Brent took in the entire battle.  Hundreds of troopers and recruits were exchanging blows, the recruits’ inexperience painfully obvious compared to the trained troopers.
 
   A group of five RG troopers noticed Reggie’s fall and charged Brent.  The female FF counter charged and managed to take three down.  As the four wrestled on the ground, the two remaining RG troopers grew closer to Brent with amazing speed.  The first one grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back, immobilizing him before he could act.  The second laid into Brent, landing blow after blow all over his torso.  Owen jumped the RG trooper holding Brent and knocked them all to the floor.  Releasing Brent, the RG trooper behind him focused on Owen.  Having the wind knocked out of him, the RG trooper Brent had landed on was momentary stunned.  Rolling out from between the troopers, Brent found himself in the center of the main group.  It was impossible to tell which side was winning.
 
   Tremendous pain interrupted his thoughts as a mighty blow landed on his back.  Spinning to face his attacker, Brent was face to face with Reggie.  Reggie snarled like a crazed beast.  Brent took a step back, right into the hands of three RG troopers who held him firmly.  Reggie’s face contorted into a hideous grin.  This was going to finish the troublesome recruit once and for all.  Reggie pulled back his fist and swung it with all his might at Brent’s head.  Once more, Brent’s eyes closed in anticipation.  However, after a moment or two of anxious waiting, he realized the expected pain had never come.  Opening his eyes, he was astonished to find Reggie’s fist mere inches in front of him, holding perfectly still in the air.  Moving his head to the side, Brent could see that Reggie’s entire body was perfectly still as if frozen in place.  Looking around, he realized it wasn’t just Reggie, every single person was frozen.
 
   “Filthy organics,” a disgusted voice rang in his ears.  “You should just kill them all.”
 
   “Who said that?  What’s going on?” Brent called out.
 
   “I’m offering you a choice.” The voice was familiar, but he couldn’t place it.  “A once in a lifetime opportunity.”
 
   “Choice?  What choice?”
 
   “Right now your very life is on the line; make no mistake about that.  I’m giving you the option to save yourself, or perish.”
 
   Brent watched as a shadow of himself broke free of the troopers and struck violently at Reggie.  Reggie’s body crumpled listlessly to the floor.  One by one, the other Brent killed the troopers as they futilely resisted.  The other Brent spared no one, killing members of the RG, FF, and recruits with reckless abandon.  With horror, he watched as his alter ego snapped Hiroko’s neck without showing any effort.  He could hear the crunch of breaking bones as his shadow’s fist ripped into Owen’s chest and flattened Dante’s head under his foot.  Before long, the other Brent was the only person left standing.  As suddenly as the vision had appeared, it faded.  Brent was once again face to face with a suspended fist. 
 
   “Forget it!” he shouted.  “I’d rather die than be responsible for that!”
 
   “You can’t possibly be willing to sacrifice yourself for these bags of meat!”  The voice was furious.
 
   “You said it was my choice.  I’ve decided.”
 
   The voice let out a roar of pure fury that slowly degraded into a grating tone that tore at Brent’s ears.  As the sound faded, Reggie’s fist started to move ever so slightly.  Likewise, the rest of the fighting mass started to resume its action.  The movements picked up greater and greater speed.  As Reggie’s fist was about to make contact, Brent thrust with all his might against the trooper to his left.  Just as the fist returned to normal speed, Brent’s head swung to the left.  The fist continued on its original path, running into the face of the trooper directly behind him.  Dumbfounded, Reggie pulled back his fist as the trooper he struck fell to the floor unconscious.  Brent tried to strike back while Reggie was confused but found himself completely drained.  He couldn’t wink an eyelid, let alone muster a punch.  As Brent looked up at Reggie, a fist connected with Reggie’s jaw.  A male trooper from the FF nailed Reggie.  Reggie staggered back a few steps, blood draining from his lip.  The troopers dropped Brent and charged the man in green and orange.  However, before they got to him, they froze in place and slowly fell to their knees.  Several of the other combatants mirrored their actions and sat down.  Others rolled up into a fetal position, while a few simply stood, confused.
 
   “That is more than enough of that!”  Administer Bloom’s voice bellowed over the troopers.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They had been too late.  Jack had instantly felt the massive surge of hostile emotions, but it had taken far too long to get to the mess hall.  It was academy policy that staff and troopers ate separately.  Nathan had invited Jack to his office for the meal.  Of course, he couldn’t have known what was about to unfold, but hindsight is twenty/twenty.  Jack envisioned scenario after scenario.  Maybe if he had refused Nathan.  Maybe if he had been watching over the boy more carefully.  Maybe if he had paid closer attention to the emotions in the mess hall.  Countless maybes that all added up to one fact.  Something important had happened, and Jack had arrived too late.
 
   As the troopers and recruits were looked over by medical teams, Jack quickly headed to central maintenance.  He was certain of what had to be done, and done before anyone else had the same thought.  Jack made his way in record time.  A lone man in the dull gray uniform of a maintenance worker manned the reception area.  The attention of the worker was fixed on his pad.  Jack could hear soft grunts and moans coming from the pad.
 
   “What do you want?” the scrawny man asked without lifting his eyes off his pad.
 
   “The mess hall is monitored at all times, right?” Jack asked.
 
   “Of course,” the man replied as he leaned back, still watching intently over his pad.
 
   “I’ll need a viewer and unrestricted access,” Jack said firmly.
 
   “And I need a raise and a bonus.  Guess we are both out of luck.”  The maintenance worker smirked.
 
   Jack leaned over and snatched the pad out of his hands.
 
   “Hey! I was watching tha . . . sorry sir!  I didn’t realize.  I’ll clear you access immediately.”  The scrawny man quickly ducked through a corridor.
 
   The worker’s eyes had practically fallen out of his head when he realized he had been mouthing off to a Weaver.  Even Jack had to admit the public phobia of Weavers had its uses every now and again.  He stole a glance at the pad’s display while he waited on the scrawny man in dull gray.  Several female recruits in skintight leotards were warming up, some bending with incredible flexibility.  It was a poor duplication of station surveillance.  Obviously the mess hall wasn’t the only area observed.
 
   “I’ve set you up with viewer twelve.”  The scrawny man’s voice came through weakly on the intercom.  “It’s the seventh room on the right.  Just leave the pad on the desk.  I’ll retrieve it later.”
 
   The room was small but not uncomfortably so, just large enough for the purpose designed.  Within minutes, Jack had the recording of the fight replaying in front of him.  He could jump to any moment in the last eight hours.  Like most surveillance, it was hour after hour of pointless tedium and routine recorded in its entire mind-numbing glory.  Thankfully, the speed of the playback could be altered.  Jack had watched the seven-and-a-half hours before the fight in less than thirty seconds.  So much happened in such a short time.  From first punch to last, the fight had taken only a few minutes.  Jack had watched the entire fight a dozen times and yet still felt he was missing something.
 
   “So here you are,” Nathan announced as he entered the room.  “In all the commotion I lost track of you.”
 
   “Sorry, Nathan, there was something I had to do,” Jack replied as he reset the viewer to the start of the fight.
 
   “I can see that.  That poor boy out there is as white as a sheet.  Nearly fell out of his chair when I asked if he had seen a Weaver.”
 
   “Might want to check on security, Nathan.  That ‘poor boy’ was watching the female recruits warm up on their ship.  I wouldn’t bother mentioning it, but he was watching it in plain sight.  Imagine if I had been one of those girls coming to complain about a malfunction.”
 
   “There is an image.  I’ll have it taken care of.  Oh, and you’ll be happy to know, besides some cuts and a few bruised egos, there weren’t any major injuries.  According to Medical, the brawl won’t interfere with the examinations.”
 
   “Mm-hmm.”  Jack’s attention was again on the viewer.
 
   Nathan quietly watched along side Jack, occasionally flinching and groaning in reaction to some of the more serious blows.  Suddenly, Nathan leaned forward.
 
   “What was that, Jack?” Nathan said pointing at Brent.
 
   “A couple of troopers held him down while their leader got ready to finish him,” Jack said absentmindedly.
 
   “Not the troopers, Brent.  What was that he did just there?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Take it back, right before the punch connects.”
 
   Jack tapped a few controls and the playback resumed from a few moments earlier in the fight.
 
   “See!  Right there!  There’s a distortion in the recording,” Nathan said with rapt attention.
 
   “I didn’t see anything.”  Jack studied the image closer.
 
   “Let me at those controls.”
 
   Moving aside, Jack let Nathan take over.  Nathan reset back a few moments, then resumed at quarter speed.  For a single instant, shortly after the troopers grabbed Brent and just after Reginald threw his punch, his image distorted.  Nathan tried again at an even slower speed.  Just as Reginald’s fist traveled half the distance, Brent blurred.
 
   “What is that?”  Nathan asked as he paused the replay on the moment of distortion.
 
   In the single still image, Brent’s body continued to struggle in a blur.
 
   “Is this even possible Jack?”  Nathan asked, horrified.
 
    “Right before we broke up the fight, I thought I sensed something,” Jack said agitatedly.
 
   “Felt what?  None of the other Weavers said anything.  They assisted you in breaking up the fight without a word.”
 
   “They might not have been sensitive enough.  It was only for the slightest of moments.  I thought I had been mistaken.”
 
   “Mistaken about what?  What did you sense?”
 
   “Rage.  Pure rage.”
 
   “It was a fight involving hundreds of troopers; certainly that would explain any rage you felt.”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that, Nathan.  Pure rage is impossible for humans.”
 
   “Impossible?  I’ve seen enough trials to know blind rage is far from impossible.”
 
   “Not blind rage, pure rage.  When a person is sad or happy or angry, most people think of it as a person being a single solid, shade of emotion.  In truth, emotions are far more complex.  A person may be sad with a tinge of happiness, or angry with a stroke of envy.  Any creature with a sufficiently complex mind is incapable of a pure emotion.  What I sensed was pure, unadulterated rage.  Hatred on an inhuman level.”
 
   “So what does that mean we are seeing?”  Nathan asked, gesturing toward the monitor.
 
   “I don’t know.  When Brent’s life was in jeopardy in the past, he would sometimes move with incredible speed.  Perhaps what we are seeing is Brent moving so fast it is impossible to slow time down sufficiently to pause his motion.”
 
   “Let me get this straight, Jack.  In that single instant, Brent was fueled by pure rage.  So much energy that he was able to move faster than perceivable by the naked eye.  And yet not a single person was hurt?  Did you and the other Weavers stop him?”
 
   “We arrived too late.  By the time we got there, the rage I sensed had already faded.  Whatever happened in that moment of time was completely of Brent’s doing.”
 
   “I suppose we should count ourselves lucky.  It’s over now, and, aside from a few scratches, we emerged unscathed.”
 
   “I wonder.”
 
   Jack entered a few commands on the panel, and the screen changed.  Nathan recognized the new information as access logs.  Jack scanned through them quickly and pointed at one in particular.
 
   “We aren’t the only ones who’ve watched this,” Jack said, quickly accessing more information.
 
   “Well, of course not.  These recordings are available to security and maintenance.  Half the staff on the station could take a look anytime after they heard about the fight,” Nathan said soundly.
 
   “Perhaps normally, but I initiated a security lock on the file as soon as I gained unrestricted access.  I was the first and only person to open the file and have been watching it ever since.”
 
   “That means . . .”
 
   “That someone hacked into the file.  Through a top priority military lock no less.  All while we stood here, oblivious to that fact.”
 
   “Do you know who?”
 
   “No.  They did an excellent job hiding their tracks.  Wait.  I’ve got something.  At the same time the file was accessed there was a server request from Medical for some personnel files.  Looks like the hacker piggybacked the request and downloaded the mess hall surveillance data.”
 
   “Medical?  Well, that narrows it down,” Nathan said sarcastically.  “Now all we have to do is go through two divisions, a hundred recruits, a full staff of doctors and their assistants, most of the academy Weavers, and at least half of the station’s security personnel.”
 
   “We might be able to narrow it down even further.  This is the work of a pro.  I doubt there are many in the entire Commonwealth with this level of skill.
 
   “Jack, I just had a thought.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “The who of it is troublesome enough, but what about the why?  Why would a master hacker be on our station in the first place?  Moreover, why would a person with such ability break into an academy and hack into what amounts to a bar fight?”
 
   “What are you getting at, Nathan?”
 
   “Someone knows about Brent, Jack.  Someone powerful.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6: Survival
 
   Dozens of medics swarmed over the crumpled troopers.  Like insects foraging for food, the medics inspected the fallen.  Within minutes the entire group of troopers had been categorized and put in order.  They were all escorted to Medical where the medics got to work while security personnel made sure no further violence broke out.  Having no major injuries, Brent was near the end of the list of those to be treated.  As Brent sat in the waiting room, the details of the room started to fade until Brent’s consciousness slipped into sleep.
 
   “Brent?”  Owen gently shook the still young man.  “Hey Brent, you okay?”
 
   “I think he’s asleep, Owen,” Hiroko said tapping Owen on the shoulder.
 
   Brent suddenly lurched violently forward.  Owen jumped back, tripping and landing on the floor.  For a moment, Brent remained perfectly still, then his head quickly scanned the room.  Lifting a shaking arm, Brent found his forehead drenched in sweat.  For a single instant he recalled a massive maw looming over a black obelisk before the details of the dream faded away completely.
 
   “You okay, sir?”  Dante extended an arm to help Brent stand.
 
   “Bad dream.  That’s all,” Brent said as he steadied himself.
 
   “After that fight I wouldn’t doubt it.”  Hiroko offered a hand to Owen.
 
   “Speaking of nightmares, we’ve been cleared by Medical,” Owen said, dusting off his rear.  “The exams aren’t going to be postponed.”
 
   “Have the other groups left yet?”  Hiroko scanned Medical.
 
   “Eager, aren’t you?” a familiar voice mumbled from the waiting room entrance.  “Don’t worry, no one has gotten a head start on you yet.”
 
   “Thank you for the assist,” Brent said, heading toward the mumble.
 
   “What is Brent talking about?”  Owen whispered to Hiroko.
 
   “Humphrey here is a member of the FF, the division that came to our rescue,” Brent said as the group assembled around Humphrey.
 
   Erin patted Humphrey on the shoulder.  Humphrey shrank away a bit.
 
   “You may not speak very loudly, but your actions are clear enough.  We all owe you a debt.”  Erin was surprisingly sincere. 
 
   Humphrey mumbled something too quietly to be heard.  A short female forced her way through the gathered recruits.  Her uniform was the same green and orange of Humphrey’s – only neat and tidy.
 
   “Looks like you’ve made a friend,” the neat trooper said quickly.  “My group is almost ready to continue.  How about yours?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Rhea, we won’t delay you.  You know, you should meet this girl here.  She is almost as big a pain as you are,” Humphrey hissed as he gestured toward Hiroko.
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” Rhea said, smiling to the stunned Hiroko.  “I’m sure you’ll go far.  Humphrey hates everyone who has even an ounce of talent.”
 
   “Are exams always this exciting?”  Owen asked as he comforted Hiroko.
 
   “Always.”  Rhea smiled warmly.  “Although, usually most of the fighting is limited to the exams.”
 
   “Your group is set, Rhea,” Humphrey mumbled.  “I can see one of them waving you over.”
 
   “Right then.  Good luck on the next exam; you’ll all need it,” Rhea said, leaving the gathering.
 
   Humphrey’s demeanor brightened the farther Rhea got.
 
   “Don’t like her much, do you?”  Erin asked, grinning wickedly.
 
   “Too pushy; always on my case,” Humphrey mumbled sourly.  “Blames me for her mistakes, as if everything is my fault.  She acts like everything I do makes her look bad.  Talks too much, too,” Humphrey hissed.
 
   Owen nudged Brent.
 
   “I think Erin has a thing for Humphrey,” Owen whispered.
 
   “More likely she just likes anyone who hates me,” Hiroko whispered to Owen.  “Or people like me
 
   “Well, you’ve all had your break.  Time to get back to the exams.”  Humphrey quickly started down a corridor.
 
   “No rest for the weary I suppose,” Owen lamented.
 
   “Or the wicked.”  Hiroko stuck out her tongue at Erin’s back.
 
   Erin was oblivious to Hiroko as she kept a close distance behind Humphrey.  Maybe Owen was more observant than Hiroko gave him credit.  After a few long hallways and a few twists and turns, Humphrey stopped in front of a standard doorway.  Turning to face the group, a hint of concern tugged at Humphrey’s face.
 
   “I’ll be frank with you all.”  Humphrey’s mumble hid any emotions that might have been behind the statement.  “You won’t like this next exam.  I didn’t.  And that was before they thought up these new twists.  Do your best and stay safe.”
 
   As the door opened, Brent could make out a figure standing in center of the room.  Brent judged him to be a very old man, but he was only about the height as the youngest recruits.  He leaned forward with a bit of a hunch and had more wrinkles than hair.  As the recruits entered the room, Brent could hear the old man talking to himself.
 
   “. . . a very skilled group.  I’ve been observing their progress,” the old instructor’s voice rasped as he spoke.  “Very interesting.  Maybe a good fresh batch is what the academy needs.  Certainly couldn’t hurt much, not as things are now.  Then again, you never know.  All it takes is a single match to light a fire, you know, though I doubt a fire would be a problem.  The station is ready for fires.  Put them out quickly I’m sure, although it would make a terrible mess.”
 
   “Pardon me,” Owen started slowly, “I don’t mean to interrupt, but are you ready for us?” 
 
   “Of course I’m ready for you.  I’m not that old yet.  Now, you’ll enter the ship behind me.  Wait, there isn’t one, is there?” the instructor asked absentmindedly.
 
   The old man turned to face the closed doorway behind him and nodded.  A few moments later the doorway hissed open, and the inside of a ship could be seen, almost identical to the one from the first exam.  As the recruits entered the ship, the instructor rasped on.
 
   “Do not worry, there won’t be any guards or cities to break into, although there might be a good deal of breaking.  In any case, I will be testing all of your survival skills.  In the lockers there are water canteens, and some other tools to aid you.  They don’t look like much, but then again most things don’t look like much at first.”  The instructor’s voice would rise and fall as he randomly changed subjects, making understanding the rambling all the more difficult.  “Make sure you take what I set out for you.  I got each of you a full set, no fighting over them!  We’ve had enough of that already.”
 
   The old man looked over the group, almost as if he was looking for someone to scold.  He paused suddenly and blinked a few times.
 
   “Oh right.  The exam.  This exam is very simple, nothing more than getting from one place to another.  Be warned that simple is not the same thing as easy!  They mean very different things.  Why else would we use two different words if they meant the same thing?  It would be silly to have two words for the same concept, a waste of time, although one word might come to mean more over time.  Words are funny that way.  In any case, if you fail to survive, then your future will not be one in the field of survival.  Wait a second, that doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   The old man paused again and surveyed the recruits once more.  He then tilted his head and his brow furrowed.
 
   “If you have a future then you would have had to have survived to see it.  Unless, of course, you died but your remains had a future, although nothing like that will happen today.  At least I don’t think it will.  I guess you could say if you can’t do this then you are not cut out for the rough stuff.  Yes, that makes much more sense . . ..” 
 
   The doorway behind them hissed closed.  The instructor had still been talking as the door sealed, although Brent wasn’t sure if he was talking to the recruits or himself.  The ship was vibrating very slightly.
 
   “Well, don’t I feel safe and secure knowing he is watching over us.”  Hiroko joked.  “I just hope he doesn’t start debating himself over the meaning of the words ‘about to die’ when we need him.”
 
   The recruits chuckled as they quickly went to their lockers.  Being caught on the floor of the first exam’s ship unprepared had taught them not to waste time.  Inside the locker was a canteen filled with water as the instructor had said, along with a helmet with goggles, and a pin that the instructor apparently forgot to mention.  Brent picked up the small metal disk and inspected it closely.  It was some sort of button with no discernable details to indicate function or any distinguishing characteristics for that matter.  The only thing out of the ordinary was the hook on the back was sharper than he expected.
 
   With a shrug, Brent attached the pin to his shirt and sat down.  The room shook gently, no doubt detaching from the docking seal.  After securing his chair’s harness, he checked his pad.  The only new thing on the pad was a large topographical map with a single structure.  As he looked over the map in detail, he slowly realized the slight vibrations were now much stronger; it started taking a great deal of effort to keep his hand steady enough to read the pad.  Brent looked up and saw the entire ship was shaking horribly.  Most of the recruits were sitting, but a few were still at the lockers, doing their best to keep their balance.
 
   “Grab what you can and get to your chairs!” Brent shouted.  “Make sure your chairs are secured!”
 
   Without pause, those standing grabbed the contents of their lockers and bolted to their seats.  Once seated, everyone deployed the restraints on the chairs and prepared for the worst.  The shaking became more pronounced and violent.  Without warning the ship started to spin wildly.  The recruits were pressed against their restraints.  One moment they would be pressed into the backs of their chairs only to be tossed against the ceiling the next.  There was no predicting where the force would come from next. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Owen shouted.  “Feels like we lost control.”
 
   Brent tried to find Owen, but the constant rotations were too disorienting.  Every recruit he could keep track of for more than a second looked sick and was holding onto the restraints for dear life.  Despite the continuous rotations, he could feel a weight being added to his body.  As the weight increased, the speed of the rotations slowed.  Brent realized the ship must be entering the gravity of a planet.  The horrible weight continued to increase without end.  He had to work to draw breath.  He knew that if the weight increased much more he wouldn’t be able to stand.
 
   Brent’s focus on the gravity ended when the ship’s rotation abruptly stopped.  A single tremendous force to his right knocked the troopers around in their restraints.  He could hear the grinding and scraping of metal.  The sounds grew until they were deafening.  If they were on a planet, they were not landing gracefully.  A loud shredding sound dominated.  The ship lurched in a new direction, warping the floor, which dislodged several lockers in the process.  The lockers flew about the cabin, and several recruits started screaming.  With a tremendous shock wave, the ship’s movement halted, sending the free lockers crashing away from Brent and slamming him into his restraints.
 
   As if a conductor of a symphony of pandemonium had simply given up after the climax, the entire ship was still in the ominous quiet.  The only sounds were a few moans here and there.  Brent realized he was resting against his restraints, as gravity had decided his back was now on the ceiling.  An orange light was filling the ship from a large gash in the wall that a few minutes ago had held an old, rambling instructor.
 
   “Anyone not dead?”  Owen groaned painfully from somewhere below Brent.
 
   The creaking of metal was the only response.  Brent glanced to his right and left, finding Dante and the rest unmoving.
 
   “Don’t worry too much,” Brent called out to Owen below him.  “I think everyone just got knocked out.  Although I don’t feel too hot myself.  Owen, can you free yourself?”
 
   “Way ahead of you, although I have no idea how to get you down from there.”
 
   Owen was already clearing lockers and debris.  His movements were slow and deliberate.  It was like watching a first time diver struggling along the seabed, unused to the resistance of the water all around him.
 
   “It looks like the restraints still work,” Brent called down as Owen finished clearing.  “Just make sure I don’t land on someone or something sharp.”
 
   Owen glanced around and then gave him a certain nod.  Brent hit the release on his restraints and immediately fell faster than he expected.  He landed between two seats with a loud clang.
 
   “You okay?” Owen shouted.  “That must have hurt.”
 
   “Owen, I crown you the king of the obvious,” Brent joked despite the pain.  “I fell far too fast. The gravity isn’t standard here.  Thankfully, only my pride is hurt.”
 
   “There is too much gravity here.  That explains why these lockers feel like they weigh tons.  So what now?”
 
   “First things first.  We have to get the rest down without them falling and killing themselves like I almost did.  Humphrey was right.  I don’t like this exam.”
 
   Together, the two slowly climbed up what had been the floor.  The recruits were unconscious, making it easier to move them, but the weight was unimaginable.  It was a slow and painful process of releasing the recruits from their restraints while guiding the impossibly heavy bodies down.  It seemed to take forever just to get one person down.  However, with repetition the two made fewer mistakes, which greatly decreased the time it took per recruit.  With only a few near accidents, Brent and Owen managed to get everyone down save for one last recruit.
 
   “Well, that’s everyone but Hiroko,” Owen grunted as he set down another recruit.
 
   “Impressive we managed it, considering it’s just the two of us.”  Brent was already climbing up to Hiroko’s chair as Owen caught his breath.  “Even Dante is out cold.”
 
   “Let’s just hope she doesn’t decide to wake up halfway down and throw a fit, crushing us both,” Owen joked as he climbed up the mangled floor plating.
 
   “Funny.  I’ve got her legs.  You grab her chest and we’ll start lowering her.  Let’s get her down.”
 
   Owen moved his arms around Hiroko’s waist and froze.  Brent stared at him questioningly.
 
   “She’s not waking up, is she?” Brent asked.
 
   Owen didn’t say anything.  As he took his hands out from behind Hiroko, Brent could see they were covered in blood.
 
   “What do we do?” Owen shouted.  “We’ve got to get her down!” 
 
   “Stay calm, Owen.  Panicking won’t help her or us.  We can’t move her until we take care of the wound. We might make it worse.”
 
   “Worse?” he asked, obviously horrified at the thought.  He stared at his hands, trembling slightly.
 
   “Owen?” Brent asked soothingly. 
 
   “I’m okay.  I just have this thing with blood.”
 
   “Then let’s get it taken care of so you won’t see any more,” Brent said reassuringly.
 
   “I think I saw a med kit in one of the lockers.”
 
   Owen climbed down and started rummaging through the debris.
 
   “Here it is.  You know any first aid?” Owen asked, with more than a trace of panic in his voice.
 
   “Not much, but if it is only a cut I think we can handle it,” Brent called down to Owen in a gentle voice.
 
   Owen climbed back up to Brent and Hiroko’s still body.  Together they gently turned Hiroko until Brent could clearly see the wound.  A long gash cut diagonally across her back.  A slow but steady trickle of blood oozed out of the wound.  Brent made sure his face hid any true reaction to the bleeding.  He knew if he so much as winced Owen might lose his cool.
 
   “Looks like the hull plating behind her gave way and sliced into her back,” Brent said with forced calm while examining the wound.
 
   “How serious is it?” Owen asked, cringing a bit.
 
   “Thankfully, it’s not very deep.  She’s lost some blood, but I can’t tell how much.  Let’s get this taken care of quickly.  Hand me a disinfectant.”
 
   Owen opened the kit and found several bottles, some gauze, cotton swabs, a few flat metal splints, and various other medical supplies.
 
   “Remember when I asked if you knew any first aid?” Owen’s voice was trembling openly now.  “I asked because I don’t know any.  Which one is a disinfectant?” 
 
   “It’s okay, Owen, we’ll get through this and Hiroko will be fine,” Brent replied soothingly.  “Are any of the bottles labeled ‘hydrogen peroxide’?”
 
   Owens hands shook as he shifted through the contents of the kit.  His eyes lit up and he steadied a bit when he found a glass jar with familiar wording on the label. 
 
   “Yes, this one here.”
 
   “Good.  Now dip a cotton swab in the bottle and hand it to me.  Make sure you don’t touch the end after you dip it.”
 
   Owen focused intently on following the directions to the letter.  Gingerly he handed the swab over, making sure not to look at the unconscious girl.  Brent took the swab and began tracing the edges of the wound, clearing away the blood as he went.  The swab sizzled slightly as he traced the wound.  The wound wasn’t as long as he first thought.  Once Brent was satisfied that the wound was clean, he placed the cotton swab on a surface out of Owen’s line of sight.
 
   “The cut wasn’t as bad as I thought it was,” Brent comforted Owen.  “Now, hand me those dressings and we’ll be all set to get her down.”
 
   Owen nodded and watched intently as Brent did his best to bandage the wound.  It was tricky, but he managed to treat the wound without Owen getting a glimpse at her back.  After the bandage was in place he started wrapping long strips of gauze around Hiroko’s waist to hold the dressing where it needed to be.  Once Brent was finished, the pair gingerly lowered Hiroko down with the other recruits.
 
   “Owen, you stay with Hiroko.  If she wakes up I want you to keep her still and explain what happened.”  Brent approached the gash in the wall.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Owen asked, not taking his eyes off Hiroko.
 
   “I’m going to take a look outside, see what is left of the ship.  See if I can figure out where we are.”
 
   Brent was greeted with an orange red vista of shallow pits and flat lumps.  This entire world was under heavy gravity, and the terrain felt it as much as he did.  The decreased variation in the scenery allowed him to see seemingly forever.  He slowly circled the ship, staring into the distance, nothing but endless dunes in every direction.  The ship itself was beyond recognition, little more than a lump of smoldering metal at the end of the long trench it had made on impact.  The sky was completely overcast with rose red clouds.  The longer he stared at the sky the more he noticed its churning, like a hidden giant was making cotton candy out of the sky.
 
   Brent sat on the top of a nearby dune and checked himself, no broken bones or serious wounds.  His helmet was in near perfect shape.  Whatever it was made out of must be nearly indestructible.  After fastening the helmet, he lowered the goggles.  For a few moments it was completely dark, then, without warning, an amazingly bright light almost blinded him.  Rubbing his eyes, he decided to leave the helmet alone for now.  His canteen was still in one piece, and the pad was functional.
 
   Brent pulled up the large topographical map, but now on one of the edges were pale lights.  As he touched the lights, the map zoomed in on them, thirteen lights huddled together and one a bit further off.  The blips of light varied in brightness and color.  The blip outside the group was a bright green.  Only one blip in the horde was bright green; the rest were dim and ranged from light green to pale yellow, with one deep red standing out.
 
   Brent stood up and started circling the ship.  As he did so the ungrouped blip on the map circled similarly.  Confident that the blips represented the recruits, he examined them individually.  He guessed that the brightness indicated consciousness while the color indicated condition.  A knot developed in his chest when he realized the dim red blip was Hiroko.  Hurrying back to Owen, Brent zoomed out on the map and started searching for the structure he had seen back on the transport before it fell gracelessly.  As he figured, it was on the extreme opposite edge of the map from their current position.  They would have to trek over this high gravity desert with wounded and limited supplies.  As he reentered the remains of the ship, he saw Owen holding Hiroko’s hand tightly.
 
   “She still has a pulse, but it’s not very strong,” Owen announced to Brent.
 
   “There is a structure out there.  If we can get there this will be all over,” Brent reassured Owen.
 
   “You mean leave her behind?” Owen shouted in shock.
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” a weak voice answered for Brent.  “He would never do that.  He is going to get us all out of here.  Isn’t that right, sir?”
 
   “Dante?”  Brent asked, surprised to hear the voice.
 
   “Still with you, sir.  Somehow.  I feel like I jumped off that platform from the first exam.”  Dante slowly stood.
 
   “You think you feel bad?” Owen groused from Hiroko’s side.  “While you were napping, Brent and I lugged the bunch of you down here.  You all need to go on diets.”
 
   “You up to helping me?”  Brent steadied Dante as he got his balance.
 
   “Anytime.  What do you need, sir?”  Dante stretched his arms.
 
   “If you are up to it, Dante, check for supplies.  I have a feeling this is going to be a long trip.”
 
   Dante started moving from recruit to recruit.  The heavy gravity was slowing him down to little more than a crawl.  Brent inspected the debris while Dante looked over the recruits.  His findings were pitiable.  Huge piles of jutting metal that had once been lockers and floor plating amassed everywhere.  Most of the lockers and plates had been twisted or broken apart, leaving jagged edges and exposed wires everywhere.  Searching the piles was a slow process, as Brent had to move the tremendously heavy metal without slicing himself to ribbons.  Under the metal slag he found three additional med kits and seven canteens that had been damaged in the crash and had barely any water in them, and five helmets that surprisingly had been damaged only slightly.  Among the debris were a few intact lockers and plates that had somehow survived in better shape than most of the recruits.
 
   “Eleven canteens, fourteen helmets, and twelve badges, sir,” Dante reported
 
   “That makes a missing canteen and seven out of commission,” Brent whispered to Dante.  “Take these helmets and make sure everyone is wearing one.  I have a sinking feeling we’ll be needing them.  Give Hiroko’s to Owen.  Also, see if you can ‘liberate’ those canteens from the recruits before they fully wake.”
 
   “Sir?” Dante asked.
 
   “Eleven canteens of water for twenty thirsty recruits with a big desert between them and their next drink.  You do the math.”
 
   Dante nodded grimly and set about his task.  Brent glanced at the pad, and a few more blips were becoming brighter.  They would be able to start moving soon.  He left what was left of the lockers to check on Owen and found him still hunched over the unconscious girl.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Owen said, without taking his eyes off Hiroko.  “I’m having a hard time keeping it together.  I can’t stand being helpless.” 
 
   “That is going to change right now, Owen.”  Brent patted his shoulder and tried to speak as soothingly as he could.  “Help me free one of the loose floor plates.  You and I are going to make a gurney.  And when we finish with that, we are going to get her to safety.”
 
   After securing her helmet and taking Hiroko’s pulse again, Owen followed Brent to one of the debris piles.  Together, they started clearing the unbelievably heavy lockers to get at an undamaged floor plate he had spotted earlier.  With the plate free from the debris, Brent retrieved the metal splints from the med kit.  With Owen’s help the two forced the metal bars through the slots that had once bolted the plating to the floor, creating makeshift handles.  Once the handles were firmly in place, the two drug the makeshift gurney outside the ship.  As Brent headed back to the gouge in the ship, he could hear a grating sound behind him.  Turning, he watched Owen practicing dragging the plate around in circles.  The work appeared to be exhausting, but the look on Owen’s face was not that of strain but of hope.
 
   “Three more have woken up, sir,” Dante reported as Brent entered the ship.  “Some bruises but nothing serious.”
 
   “And the rest?”  Brent inquired.
 
   “I’m not a doctor so I can’t really tell.  Only a few are moaning, so I hope that’s a good sign.  Considering the crash, I think we all faired quite well, sir.”
 
   “I suppose.  Help me get Hiroko out to Owen.  The sooner she is back in his care the better we will all feel.”
 
   Together, Dante and Brent lifted Hiroko and carefully headed out of the ship.  With the heavy gravity, moving around was difficult; carrying another, even with help, was nearly impossible.  When Owen saw the two emerging from the ship, he set the makeshift gurney down and rushed over to help.  Once they secured Hiroko, all three collapsed.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever worked this hard in my life, sir,” Dante panted.
 
   “Pace yourself, Dante.  This isn’t a race and we haven’t even started the trip.”
 
   Brent watched the sky churn.  Owen was breathing heavily with a smile on his face.
 
   “We really are going to make it, aren’t we?” Owen’s voice rang with glee.
 
   “Ye of little faith,” Dante chuckled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Tyra was not pleased.  Not only had she suffered a physical assault, but her pride had been wounded as well.  How dare someone beat her to the punch and snatch up that odd new recruit.  Tyra had been interested in him from the first time he showed up on the roster.  The rest only cared after they saw his performance.  Tyra took another sip.  Wrong again, far too bitter.  Was it impossible for anyone on this station to make a simple drink?  At least this was her last year at the academy.  Soon enough she would have an assignment and be able to get her hands on something decent.
 
   Setting aside the disappointing beverage, Tyra pulled out her pad and looked up the recruit roster.  “Brent,” age seventeen.  No last name and a bio that shouted artificial at the top of its lungs.  Such things were rare but not unheard of.  At first Tyra thought he might be a reformed, a kid with a troubled past who had too much talent for the military to simply throw to some prison world.  All his misdeeds erased and a new identity, all for the low price of servitude to the military for the rest of his days.
 
   However, after observing him on the first exam, that was obviously incorrect.  He lacked the antisocial tendencies or ego.  He actively supported the group of his own choice and risked his own success to protect the group as a whole.  After that display, Tyra had to work up a new scenario.  Perhaps Brent was the child of some important politico, the black sheep of the family banished to a remote academy to keep him away from the public eye.  She shook her head as soon as the thought had formed.  Meeting him in person he mess hall had put that theory to rest instantly.  There was no way was he the son of a politico.  Not glib enough.  Even the black sheep were wolves in disguise.  Came with the family.
 
   Tyra tossed the pad aside.  What did it matter now?  Even if she figured out the mystery, she would never get Brent.  After the trial, every division leader would be after him.  What could Tyra offer in comparison?  A position of power in a division that was circling the drain?  That was sure to sway him.  Tyra sighed.  Her time at the academy had been near perfect.  She was all but guaranteed to get her choice of any posting she wanted, anything from a comfortable position on a core world to an adventurous posting on the rim hunting down pirates and the like.  Then, the division leader graduated.  The last year-and-a-half since had been a nightmare.
 
   At first, Tyra had enjoyed the prospect of her promotion to division leader.  However, it soon became apparent the division wasn’t ready for a new leader.  Every order she gave was ignored.  “That’s not how we would have done it in the old days.”  “I wish we still had our leader, he would know how to do things right.”  Over three years of progress lost.  The division started slipping, failing one trial after another.  Now they were in the lowest grade.  They’d be going up against the dregs of the academy.  Failure was not an option.  Tyra had hoped to get Brent in her division and hopefully manage to get enough victories under her belt to grant her at least a few options after her own graduation.  Tyra sighed again.  Things were hopeless.  The door to her quarters opened.  A timid figure stood before her, shaking a bit.
 
   “What is it?”  Tyra hid none of her annoyance.  “I thought I explained I was not to be disturbed.”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry.”  The voice trembled as much as the trooper did.  “But there has been a development with the recruits.  You’ll want to see this.”
 
   “A development?”
 
   “An accident.”
 
   “Which group?”  Tyra rose and headed toward the door, already knowing the answer.
 
   “Group C.”
 
   Tyra bolted toward the observation room.  The hallways were completely empty.  Even though the exams were a focal point of the academy, there were always a few who ignored it and prowled the hallways.  Always.  As Tyra entered the observation room, the stifling silence overwhelmed her.  In her five years on the station she had not once seen the observation deck silent.  The large monitors that ringed the room were showing the progress of the exams.  A massive crowd was huddled around a single monitor.  Tyra muscled through the crowd until she found her division.
 
   “What’s happened?”  Tyra whispered as softly as she could.
 
   The trooper’s eyes remained on the monitor.  Tyra glanced at the monitor.  Three recruits were laying on a sand dune, panting deeply.
 
   “Would someone please tell me what is going on?”  Tyra whispered a bit louder.
 
   The bookie of her division stirred.  Tyra watched as her trooper joined the other bookies.  After some hushed chatting and gestures in Tyra’s direction, the monitor started to flicker.  A new image was replacing the three recruits on the dune.  The screen showed the recruits in their drop ship.  The image shook slightly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Brent took a deep breath and drew out his pad.  Studying the map, Brent was hoping for some clear path to follow when he noticed something.
 
   “Dante, didn’t you say there were some conscious recruits?”  Brent asked.
 
   “You know I did.  I told you not more than two minutes ago, sir,” Dante responded, still panting.
 
   On Brent’s pad there were three bright lights, three only.  The three were outside the ship.  Something on the edge of Brent’s consciousness tugged at him.  Brent discreetly glanced down at his pin and removed it without alerting Owen and Dante.  He didn’t know why, but something felt wrong about the pins.
 
   “You two rest here; I’ll go check on the rest.”  Brent slowly stood up.
 
   Inside the ship, Brent felt like he was back in Medical.  There were a handful of recruits crawling around getting adjusted to the gravity.  Most were still on the chair backs that now made up the floor.  Moving from recruit to recruit, Brent noticed that all the still recruits were wearing their pins.
 
   “Okay, nap time is over,” Dante shouted from the gash in the ship.  “Everyone up and out.”
 
   “Can’t I have just five more minutes?”  A low moan came from one of the still recruits.
 
   One by one, Brent awoke the recruits and sent them out of the ship. Brent was left with two recruits he couldn’t wake.  Worried he and Owen had missed something, Brent inspected them closely.  There were no wounds or injuries, not even abrasions as far as Brent could tell. However, no matter what Brent tried, he could not wake them.
 
   “We’ve got two more unconscious in here,” Brent called to Dante.
 
   “You four, get in there and carry out the wounded,” Dante shouted at the recruits outside the ship.
 
   Brent could hear the recruits groan as they entered the ship.  The four strained as they lifted the two recruits one by one out of the smoldering ship.  Following the recruits as they lifted out the last unconscious recruit, Brent realized that all eyes were fixed on him.  Only Owen ignored Brent.  He perched over Hiroko like a mother hawk.
 
   “We have a very long journey ahead of us.”  Brent tried to stand tall in the oppressive gravity.  “It will take at least two people to carry each unconscious recruit.”
 
   “Why bother?” Erin asked bitterly.  “They have already failed the exam.”
 
   “You mean leave them for dead!” Owen shouted and advanced toward Erin.
 
   “Last time I checked, unconscious and dead are two different things!” Erin shouted back.  “I for one am not going to fail thanks to those who already have.  I’m sure when we finish the instructor will have them rescued.”
 
   “I bet Erin is right,” strained one of the recruits still lugging an unconscious colleague.  “The instructor wouldn’t really let anyone die out here, right?”
 
   “She has a point, sir.”  Dante parroted the old instructor.  “Unconscious and dead are two very different things.  Why else would we use two different words? It would be silly to have two words for the same concept, right sir?”
 
   Most of the recruits got the reference to the old instructor and laughed.  Owen turned on Dante in surprise.
 
   “However, as long as they are not dead they have technically survived.  It is up to us to make sure that they continue to survive.  Am I correct, sir?”  Dante’s voice had a tone of finality.
 
   Erin started to protest, but the rest of the recruits hushed her up quickly.
 
   “Then we are agreed.”  Brent took up the other handle of Hiroko’s gurney.  “We leave no one behind.  I’ll need four volunteers to help with the two unconscious recruits.  The rest will pair up.  If one of us starts to look ill or weak, we all rest.”
 
   “What about a drink?” Erin hissed irritably.  “I seem to be missing my canteen.”
 
   This time she hit a nerve.  Several recruits searched for their canteens to find them missing.  Grumbling and protesting started at once.
 
   “How many of you managed to secure your canteen before the ship lost control?” Dante shouted.  “How many remembered to hold on to it while we were flung across the landscape?  Or perhaps the better question is, how many forgot?  How many lost their canteen and all their water?  Any guesses?”
 
   The protesting quieted a bit as several recruits realized they might have to go without water.
 
   “That’s right, we lost most of our water,” Dante laid into the recruits.  “We have the entire desert to cross, and who knows how long that will take?  Now, do you want to suggest we abandon those of us that drop from thirst, too?  Shall we fight to the death over water now?  Or maybe, we should listen to the only one of us with a level head who’s obvious goal is for all of us to pass this exam.”
 
   Erin didn’t make a sound.
 
   “If we are done bickering, let’s get moving.”  Dante took the opposite handle from Brent.  “Whenever you are ready, sir.”
 
   Together, they started marching in the direction of the structure on the map.  Owen quickly followed, lifting the rear of Hiroko’s metal stretcher.  Without a word, four able-bodied recruits carried the two unconscious ones, following behind the trio.  The remaining recruits paired up and followed, leaving the wreckage of their ship behind. 
 
   “You sure had Owen going back there, Dante.”  Brent chuckled.
 
   “That wasn’t my goal, sir.”  Dante hid a smile.
 
   “I know that now.  I owe you one,” Owen grumbled.
 
   “Dante did convince the recruits to take the injured with us, and I have to thank him for that.  However, I have a feeling you would have dragged Hiroko out of this crushing desert all by yourself if it came down to it.”  Brent smiled.
 
   “I guess it’s Hiroko who owes you one.”  Dante joined Brent in chuckling as Owen started to blush faintly.
 
   It was impossible to tell how long they had been walking.  The clouds obscured the movements of the sun, and the ambient lighting seemed to remain constant.  Periodically, Brent would take a look behind him to check on the recruits and the distance to the wreckage.  The wreckage behind them never shrank as much as he had hoped.  The recruits’ progress was slow but steady.  They were drenched in sweat but kept moving step by step.  A glance at the pad told him they were making good progress despite the seemingly slow speed of the march.  Brent knew that his mind was stretching time, but he couldn’t blame it.  Every step was like moving through mud or a pool of cement that was becoming solid.
 
   “We gotta stop!” a recruit shouted from the rear.  “My partner fainted!”
 
   Dante motioned for everyone to stop.  Every single recruit collapsed, panting.  The trio gently lowered Hiroko before collapsing themselves.  Checking the map, Brent estimated they were about a third of the way to the structure.  They had made excellent progress before the first break, considering the conditions.  As he checked the distance, he noticed that a few of the blips had suddenly changed to yellow.  He could only wonder why they had not gradually changed.
 
   “Everyone gets a drink of water while we rest,” Brent said between pants.
 
   The recruits within earshot cheered weakly and eagerly passed word down the line of panting recruits.
 
   “How long are we going to rest?”  Owen asked.
 
   “After everyone gets a drink and we get a second wind, we’ll start up again.”  Brent played with his helmet straps.
 
   “What’s bothering you?”
 
   “These helmets we wear.  Everything else has a purpose.  Even the pins are important.”
 
   “Worried we will be pelted by some heavy gravity rain?”
 
   “There is a thought I’d rather not think about.  If everything we’ve been through is any kind of indicator, whatever they are for, I’m sure it won’t be pleasant.”
 
   “Why?”  Dante flopped down near Owen and Brent after dispensing a few canteens.  “Don’t tell me you haven’t enjoyed the stroll so far, sir?”
 
   “Enjoy is a strong word . . .”  Brent laid back.
 
   “Whatever you call it, you sure have a knack for it.”  Owen rolled over, facing Brent.
 
   “Excuse me?”  Brent asked, confused.
 
   “Heavy gravity death marches, brawls with trained troopers, crawling through brush – is there anything that fazes you?”  Owen had a bit of awe in his voice.
 
   “Perhaps you had some special training, sir?  Something that would give you an edge over the rest of us,” Dante ventured.
 
   “Whatever it is, it sure got you into a division quick,” Owen observed.  “Tell us, what prestigious division grabbed you before the rest?  Don’t tell me I’ll have to start calling you ‘sir’ like Dante.”  He chuckled.
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine.”  Brent casually looked over his personal info on his pad.  “I had no idea I was already assigned to a division.”
 
   “Seriously?”  Owen furrowed his brow.
 
   “Assigned . . .”  Dante was in thought.
 
   “Oh well.”  Owen stretched and cracked his neck.  “I really couldn’t care less where you call home after this is all over and done with.  If you can keep us going, that’s good enough for me, Brent,” Owen said warmly.  “Just don’t expect a sir out of me anytime soon.”
 
   “Agreed!” shouted a voice from behind them.
 
   Brent turned to find the entire group huddled behind them, intently listening to the conversation.
 
   “I wonder if being in this group will help me get into a good division,” shouted another.
 
   “I see you have all recovered.”  Dante barked as he stood up.  “Time to get this party on the move, wouldn’t you say so, sir?” 
 
   “No time like the present.”  Brent helped Owen to his feet.  “We still have two more instructors to be tortured by after this.”
 
   Some groaned while others laughed, but all stood and readied for the trek.  Once more the twenty started their march, the trio carrying the still unconscious Hiroko.  After an eternity of slow progress, the wreckage of the ship faded into the distance.  Once it had completely disappeared, Brent found he longed for it.  Without the angular shape, the horizon looked the same in every direction.  Now it would be all too easy to get lost.  Thankfully, they had the pad to guide them.
 
   As he thought to check the pad for directions, he decided to test a theory he had been developing since they left the ship.  Brent moved close to Hiroko and pretended to inspect her condition while he discreetly checked the pad.  He found several yellow blips shining, the same as before they had their rest.  He finished his mock inspection and took out the pad, making sure it was obvious that he was checking their position.  The instant he brought the pad out openly, the yellow blips switched to green.
 
   Gently lowering Hiroko’s gurney, Brent motioned for Owen and Dante to continue while he stood by, waiting for the line of recruits to pass him.  When he got to the rear of the column, he matched the pace of those recruits dragging the unconscious.  After inspecting the two unconscious recruits and making sure there were no wounds, he removed their pins.  A couple of minutes passed, and there was no change.
 
   Brent began to wonder if his hunch was incorrect, when one of the unconscious started to stir.  Those who had been supporting the unconscious could only stare at one another as the two regained consciousness.  His guess had been right, he had to get back to Hiroko.  He was running in slow motion with the gravity pressing against him as he rushed back to the front of the column.  Ahead of the column, in the distance, the clouds moved with sudden intensity.  Brent had discovered the secret, and now the god of this world was angry with him.
 
   The clouds overhead swirled faster and faster as their color shifted ominously.  He had made it halfway back to Owen and Dante when he saw it.  The horizon was no longer a smooth gradient where sky and ground melted into one another at impossible distances, but now a single solid object.  A wall of impossible size the same color as the desert they marched through slowly consumed the sky above.  It was moving toward the recruits with ridiculous speed.
 
   “Fasten your helmets!” Brent bellowed.  “Gather!  Sand storm!”
 
   Recruits feverishly fiddled with their headgear as the first gusts of wind raked over them, knocking several over.  The force was incredible.  The wind felt like a giant claw ripping into them.  The winds howled with the intensity of a monster from one’s deepest, darkest nightmare.
 
   “Huddle up behind Owen!”  Brent shouted between howls.
 
   Owen and Dante kneeled, turning their backs on the wind.  In the small windbreak they created, Brent scrambled to reach them.  The recruits filed in as closely as they could, but the windbreak was not large enough for many.
 
   “Owen, take her,” Brent barked as he unsecured Hiroko.
 
   Owen caught Hiroko as she fell from the gurney.  He shot a look of confusion and anger at Brent.  Ignoring the gaze, he lifted the unbelievably heavy gurney and stood against the wind.  With all his strength, Brent took a step ahead of Owen and Dante and slammed the flat plate between the recruits and the shredding winds.  He leaned against one edge as Dante took the other.  Owen took the center with Hiroko still in his grasp.
 
   “Quickly, dig out as big a hole behind the windbreak as you can,” Dante shouted over the wind to the recruits huddling up.
 
   With the fanatical movements of hunted prey, the recruits shoveled out pile after pile with their hands.  Before long they had finished a foxhole large enough for all twenty to hide from the winds.  Brent searched the floor plating he was supporting until he found a hole he could look through without moving away from the plate.  Glancing through the hole, he could make out the enormous wall of sand bearing down on them.  It would hit in only seconds.
 
   Gesturing wildly, Brent ushered the strongest looking recruits to assist holding the plate in place.  Those who understood his meaning leaped up and propped their entire weight against the makeshift wall.  The last thing he saw was an immense shadow engulfing the foxhole.  Pain swelled in his back, as if another drop ship full of recruits had just crashed on top of him.
 
   Complete void surrounded them; not a single speck of light could be found.  Movement became impossible.  Brent knew that even if he could still move his head, there was no light to be found.  The storm had hit them and shrouded the world in a dense fog of shifting sands.  The pain in his back subsided but did not completely vanish.  He took this as a good sign.  Pain was preferable to losing all sensation.  Movement was almost impossible, but every moment it grew easier.  Lifting his arm was harder than every step he had taken so far.  After reaching his helmet, Brent lowered his goggles.
 
   After a couple of moments of pure black, a small grain of light emerged in front of him.  He turned his head to see if he could find more glints of light, only to find the light followed his meager movements.  It was a dim light that increased its size at a painfully slow rate.  When the light had encompassed about half of his vision it started to show patterns and variations.  When it reached three quarters, it began to shift from a single color to gradients.  Gradually the gradients formed shapes, and by the time the light had completely filled in his field of vision, Brent could recognize the recruits in the foxhole.
 
   The image he saw was horribly pixilated, but there was enough detail that he could make out the recruits, with several still struggling to hold the barrier in place.  Brent found the hole he had used to view the oncoming storm was a stream of sand.  As he examined the stream, he found it to be falling directly down without much force.  If the sandstorm was pelting the metal barrier, he expected the sand to be rocketing out of the hole.  Of course, Brent knew nothing about high gravity, so it might be responsible for the weakness of the stream.  He had to make sure.
 
   With all his remaining strength, he leaned to push his head out from behind the barrier.  Expecting to be met with winds as powerful as falling buildings, Brent braced himself for the worst.  Once his head was around the barrier the goggles took a few moments to readjust.  In the momentary darkness, all he could make out for sure was the stinging pain of sand whipping against his face.  Finally, the goggles adjusted.  What they showed was a swirling static that seemed to have a life of its own.  It danced and played before him.
 
   Slowly, Brent could make out details in the static.  The ground was solid, but where the sky should have been the swirling static continued on endlessly.  Moving his gaze around, he saw a huge mass leaning against the barrier.  Assuming the static was how the goggles dealt with moving sand, he guessed the solid mass in front of the barrier must have been the front edge of the sandstorm that piled up after slamming into the wind guard they had set up.  He turned back to face the recruits.  Movement was hard and even slower than it had been before, but possible.
 
   While the sandstorm was still raging, it was not coming from any one direction.  It shifted, pushing recruits this way and that.  Brent brought his pad in front of the goggles and was almost blinded by the white light.  Closing his eyes, he waited for the goggles to adjust to the illumination.  When the light on his eyelids was tolerable, he opened them to find the display of the pad appearing in perfect clarity.  Brent guessed the goggles and the pad had linked to share information somehow.
 
   They were within throwing distance of the structure now.  If not for the sandstorm they would have already reached the structure.  He knew staying in the foxhole was not an option.  The being with dominion over this world was angry with him.  The longer the recruits were in the open, the worse it would get for them.  Brent found speaking was impossible, not only for the volume of the wind, but also for the sand that forced its way into his mouth the second he opened it.  Covering his mouth to limit the sand that entered, he tried to get the attention of the nearest recruit, to no avail.
 
   Forcefully grabbing the nearest recruit, Brent lowered his goggles.  For a few moments the recruit struggled in the dark.  As the goggles adjusted, the recruit met his gaze.  They were limited to hand signals and gestures, but Brent managed to instruct the recruit to start lowering goggles.  The pair started working, and within minutes the recruits could all see again.  Brent gestured for those in the foxhole to disperse and leave the hole they had dug.  Reluctantly, the recruits started leaving the safety of the foxhole.  Tapping the shoulder of one of the recruits struggling to hold up the barrier, he motioned to grab the next recruit supporting the wall.  It took a while for all those holding the barrier to get the idea, but finally they were all holding onto each other, forming a human chain.  Brent then slowly started moving away from the makeshift wall; hesitantly the chain followed.
 
   As soon as the last few recruits leaped away, the wall collapsed, spilling into the now empty foxhole.  Without the barrier, the winds were more fierce, but manageable.  Brent motioned for the other end of the chain to grab more recruits as he did.  Again he met with a slow response as the chain realized his aim.  Once all twenty were linked in one large chain, Brent checked the pad again.  Once more the blinding light hit him, but it adjusted faster this time.  With his bearings secure, he started slowly toward the structure.
 
   Every few steps the human circle would be shoved in a random direction, knocking over a few recruits.  The progress was slight, but every time he endured the blinding pad, they were closer to the structure.  Brent scanned the horizon for any indication of the structure, but all that registered on the goggles was static.  Gazing behind him, he could make out the silhouettes of the recruits moving in strange pauses and lurches, with a few struggling to help those who had been blown to the ground to stand again.
 
   Moving into the endless abyss of static, his mind found it hard to believe that not long ago he had been on a station floating peacefully in space.  The sandstorm had made him completely forget about the heavy gravity.  Brent chuckled to himself as he thought about his first painful fall and the accompanying thoughts about how things couldn’t possibly get harder.  Abruptly, he slammed into a wall.  His goggles showed nothing but static, but when he raised his hands he felt a strong, solid wall.  They had reached the structure.  Without warning, the goggles went dead; once again Brent was surrounded by black nothingness. 
 
   “You can take off your helmets now,” came an old voice that was pleasantly familiar.  “Do be careful, though.  It will take your eyes a while to adjust to the lighting, although I’m sure it is safe to wager that a little bright light will be a comfort to you all.”
 
   Removing his goggles, Brent was bathed in an ocean of warm light.  For a few moments, he found himself in a white eternity.  There was no visible horizon, only white space stretching out farther than he could walk in a lifetime.  The howling winds were gone, the sand scratching at his very essence was removed, and while the white infinity was void of all life and movement, Brent felt at peace.
 
   Familiar voices called at the outermost boundaries of his consciousness.  As the white faded and the details of reality started to reform, he found himself saddened at the loss.  Blinking to refocus his eyes, Brent found the old instructor deep in thought while staring piercingly at him.  Memories of where he was and what he had just gone through flooded back into his mind.  Turning, he found the recruits still dazed by the light, some rubbing their eyes, others examining the floor plating with their hands.  A few were even hugging the station walls.  Dante was holding onto Owen while his free arm swept the floor disbelievingly.  Owen was oblivious to Dante and the instructor; he was still holding tightly to Hiroko.  Slowly, the recruits got to their feet and started dusting themselves off.  Facing Brent and the instructor, they waited expectantly for the verdict of their ordeal.
 
   “You know, young man, you certainly made my job difficult.”  The old instructor focused solely on Brent.  “Several recruits were on their way to failure, and then you interfered.  Over and over, I placed obstacles to trip you up, and you jumped over them.  I have to say it’s rather annoying, but I suppose if my job is to test you, yours is to pass.  Although I cannot say this will do my reputation any good.  Some already think I’m losing my . . .”
 
   “Excuse me instructor,” Dante interrupted with annoyance in his voice.  “We have wounded, can you save the rant for after we are all back on our feet?”
 
   “A fair request.  If you would take off the young lady’s pin, I can get back to my rant,” the instructor said with small grin.
 
   After Dante gently shook Owen, he carefully removed Hiroko’s pin under the watchful eyes of everyone in the room.  Several agonizingly long moments passed before Hiroko started to stir.  Her eyes opened sluggishly, and she looked about with a drowsy expression on her face.  As alertness entered her eyes she stared up at Owen.
 
   “Are you crying?” came Hiroko’s voice weakly.
 
   Without a word, Owen embraced Hiroko tightly while the other recruits turned away in a gesture of offered privacy.  A couple of recruits were chuckling, and a few others had moist eyes.  After a while, Dante helped the two to their feet and turned expectantly toward Brent.  He took out the pin from his pocket and faced the instructor.
 
   “They can administer a sedative with a command from you, I take it,” he said as he tossed the pin to the instructor.
 
   “Among other things, I’d make it mandatory for you all to wear these, but that might hint at their purpose.”  The instructor examined the pin in his hand.  “If recruits know ahead of time no one is in any real danger, then how can we test for their real reactions?  Although, you removed them from the recruits at the end, so I suppose you already figured that out.  Smart boy.  They monitor your vitals but relay that information only to me. The information I sent to your pads was staged, made everyone look worse.  A scraped knee would appear on your pad as if the recruit had fallen off a cliff.  Well, maybe not that extreme, but much exaggerated.”
 
   “And a serious injury would appear terminal.”  Brent nodded toward Hiroko.
 
   “Precisely.  Although her wound was not overly serious, she had lost more blood than I had expected.  The pins can administer some medical treatments, antibiotics, and other internal medicines, but patching an open wound is beyond their scope.  If they could do that, we wouldn’t need medics, I suppose.  Although, if we did rely on devices for all medicine, our general knowledge of the art would suffer, like being unable to perform multiplication because we had always used a machine to do it for us,” the instructor said thoughtfully
 
   “So Hiroko was never in any danger?” Dante asked, surprised.
 
   “Far from it!” the old man grumbled sourly.  “I thought about aborting the entire exam to get her proper medical attention at the start.  I had designed the simulation to be intense but not to cause physical harm.  Perhaps there were too many random values I failed to figure into it.  When the wall plating behind her came loose, I was appalled.  I’ve already filed a strongly worded report with maintenance.  Thankfully, two recruits had remained conscious, and I only had to apply a coagulant.”
 
   “What about her weak pulse?” Owen asked with a strained voice.
 
   “My lad, if you have any thoughts of pursuing a medical posting, I would strongly recommend against it.  With your lack of knowledge, I wouldn’t feel secure with a training dummy in your care.  The young lady’s pulse was never that weak, only your ability to find it was,” the instructor said irritably.
 
   “Lay off the recruit,” came Humphrey’s mumble from the doorway.  “You are just cross they did so well.  Quit pouting and just tell them how they did already.  You’ve kept them more than long enough.” 
 
   “I was not pouting, young man.”  The irritation in the instructor’s voice was unmistakable.  “I was merely explaining the difficulties I faced throughout this exam.  In any case, you do have a point about the time.  Their persistence drew out the exam.  Although, a little lost time is not really a large cost to be able to watch such a display.  It took longer than I expected, but they all passed.  Most uncommon.” 
 
   “Not again,” came Hiroko’s weak voice.  “Let me guess.  As long as one won everyone won.”
 
   “You are quite wrong, my dear.”  The old man shifted slightly to get a better view of the recruit.  “This test was to determine your ability to survive.  However, what is the point of a single recruit surviving in an actual combat situation if at the cost of an entire squad?  Can you imagine such a thing?” the old man asked with more than a hint of amusement.  “Training a trooper to forsake the entire human race if it became troublesome to assist others!  We wouldn’t survive a year, let alone something like the Great War.”
 
   The instructor realized that no one shared his amusement and shrugged off the silence.
 
   “As such, this was not only a test of a recruit’s personal survival ability but also of a recruit’s ability to see survival as more than just their personal well-being.  For example, in your exam there was a water shortage.  Any recruit who hoarded their water or tried to take the canteen of another would have put the entire squad in danger and would have failed the exam.  However, your impromptu leader thwarted that and several other tests and dragged to victory a few who should have failed.”
 
   “Dragged a few?” shouted Erin.  “I knew it; we should have left the unconscious behind!”
 
   “I hate it when people selectively listen.  Out of an hour-long lecture they only hear the three words they want to hear.  It’s quite rude to the speaker.  Unless, of course, in the hour speech the speaker only had three words of any real value.  In that case it’s the speaker’s fault for wasting everyone’s time.”
 
   Humphrey cleared his throat from the hallway.  The instructor shot a nasty glance at the young man.
 
   “In any case, sometimes it is necessary to leave the wounded behind.  However, it is not something that should ever be taken lightly.  The ones rendered unconscious by my doing were no threat to the squad.  With no enemy pursuing you and plenty of supplies for the journey, time was not a factor in this exam.  It is true they slowed you all down, but had you left them for dead then you, and everyone who had agreed with you, would have failed,” the instructor concluded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The fading of the other monitors had gone unnoticed.  The other groups finished their toil unobserved.  Every eye was on Brent’s group.  Gasps had escaped when Hiroko’s wound had been exposed, and nails had been chewed as the sandstorm hit.  Off duty personnel and troopers alike silently urged the small circle of recruits onward.  Excitement surged through the crowd like electricity as Brent ran into the structure.  As the recruits rested before their instructor, the pent up tension in those on the observation deck exploded.  Cheering and yelling dominated as others danced and sang.
 
   “What a nail biter!” Ruth said, from the edge of her seat.  “I wasn’t sure they would make it through that!  I wish all placement exams were this good.  Going to be hard to go back to the dull standard ones after this.”
 
   “Tell me about it.  Wait a second.”  Cain was alarmed.  “Did anyone catch the other exams?  I completely forgot about them.”
 
   “No need to worry,” Daniel said proudly.  “I made sure to get all the details of the others down.  With this many credits on the line we can’t make mistakes.”
 
   “So?”  Ruth asked.
 
   “So what?”  Daniel responded, not understanding the question.
 
   “So, how did they do?”  Cain motioned for Daniel to hand over his pad.  “They might not have been show stoppers, but we’d like to know how the wagers are going to turn out.”
 
   “Precisely!”  Ruth tried to sneak a peak over Cain’s shoulder.  “Plus, I’d hate for my division leader to ask my opinion on this exam, only to have to answer him that I wasn’t paying attention.”  She shivered at the scenario.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me.”  Cain groaned.  “You sure you got this right?”
 
   “What’s the problem?”  Ruth’s eyebrow shot up.
 
   “Listen to this,” Cain said, exasperated.  “After a gentle impact and a generous dosage of sedatives, the other groups started on the planet with a fully intact ship and a nice nap.”
 
   “Wait.  You mean only group C crashed?” Ruth asked disbelievingly.  “I admit I stopped paying attention to the others when group C’s ship started to break up, but none of the others crashed?”
 
   “I swear it’s the truth.”  Daniel grinned.  “Almost get the impression that the instructor was gunning for group C, don’t you?”
 
   “That’s just the start of it; it gets worse.”  Cain let out a burst of laughter.
 
   “Well, don’t leave a beautiful lady waiting.  Spill.”  Ruth leaned forward with a grin.
 
   “Okay, Okay.  After landing, group D took stock of their situation,” Cain started reading in a dramatic voice.  “Finding five recruits were unconscious, they refused to move until they awoke them.  They took turns attempting to wake the recruits up.  Some slapped them, others splashed them with water, and some even started pulling out their hair.  It was a disaster.”  Cain pretended to rip out his own hair as he grinned from ear to ear.  “The instructor in charge called off the exam after half an hour of the abuse to the unconscious.”
 
   “You think that’s bad?”  Daniel interrupted.  “The leader of group B woke up before the other recruits and started toward the goal, leaving the entire group behind.  As the rest woke one by one, they realized they had been left behind and gave chase after the leader.  One by one, they awoke and left the rest behind.  And one by one, they arrived at the goal to be greeted by a disgusted instructor.  Not one of them passed.”
 
   “After a brutal crash landing and a sandstorm, Brent led his entire group to victory, while after a gentle rattling, the others groups failed miserably.  Did any pass?”  Ruth asked between giggles.
 
   “Let’s see, most of group E made it.”  Cain quickly scanned over the results on the pad.  “They took too long chatting around the lockers before the ship crashed and just about all of them never put on their pins.  Without the readings from the pins, the instructor couldn’t go at them full force.  It was a leisurely stroll through a heavy gravity world with a light headwind.  Three did fail because they hoarded water.  That’s about it.”
 
   “I’m still not clear on the pins.”  Ruth stared expectantly at Cain.  “Why wasn’t Brent disqualified for taking off his pin like group D had been when they took off the armbands during the stealth exam?”
 
   “It’s probably that old coot’s fault,” Daniel said quickly with a smirk.  “He never said they had to wear any of the equipment in the lockers.”
 
   “Without the armbands the stealth instructor couldn’t score a hit on the recruits, making it impossible for them to fail the exam.”  Cain tried to answer a little more thoughtfully.  “As such, the armbands were mandatory.  On the other hand, the pins gave the instructors additional ways to test the recruits, but even without the pins, failure was still very possible.”
 
   “That, and it seems like the old coot didn’t want to give away their purpose, so he had the instructors try to make them seem trivial,” Daniel added, still smirking.  “Something most recruits would wear without a second thought to their real purpose.  However, since they didn’t say they were mandatory, removing them wasn’t a cause for failure.  Bet they are regretting that oversight right now.”
 
   “Old man Hayden always was a few cards short of a deck,” Ruth said as politely as she could.  “So what about group A?  How’d they fair?”
 
   “Half of them made it,” Daniel started.  “They were doing well until the sandstorm.”
 
   “A sandstorm?”  Ruth interrupted.  “So it wasn’t just group C that got one?”
 
   “Well, yes and no.”  Daniel double checked his pad.  “Group A did get a sandstorm, but comparing it to the one group C got it is like comparing a garbage hauler to a ship of the line.  Group A’s sandstorm merely made it hard to see and talk.”
 
   “So, why did half the group fail?”  Ruth was puzzled.
 
   “The goggles,” Cain jumped into the story before Daniel could.  “From the sounds of it, only half of them eventually realized what they were for.  When the storm first hit, it disoriented the group and they started wandering aimlessly.  By the time anyone figured out the purpose of the goggles, the entire group had spread so far they couldn’t see one another.  The instructor was ready to fail some of the eleven that made it to the structure for abandoning the rest.  However, when the instructor checked the recruits’ pads, he found that, of the nine who were still wandering, only two had their pins on.”
 
   “And without the pins and the low sight range of the goggles,” Daniel said before Cain could interrupt again, “it would have been impossible to find the other seven.  Abandoning them was the logical choice in the situation, and the instructor begrudgingly passed them.”
 
   “Well, at least that’s something.”  Ruth folded her arms.  “My division leader would be furious if only group C passed survival.  Our best one just graduated and we need a replacement badly.  Although, it sounds like the instructors could have saved themselves a lot of headaches if they had just made the pins mandatory like the armbands.  I wonder if these results are going to be of any real use come the trials.”
 
   “Remember, these are new exams for the instructors, too.”  Cain was scanning the observation room as he spoke.  “What sounds like a good idea in theory often turns out disastrous in practice.  All we care about is getting through today without getting lynched.”
 
   “Looking for someone?”  Daniel joined Cain’s scanning.
 
   “It’s not that.  Look at the monitors.”  Cain gestured toward the nearest monitor.
 
   “What the . . . when did that happen?”  Daniel quickly grabbed his pad and started taking notes.  “The next exams are already starting?”
 
   “The troopers are still celebrating,” Ruth said calmly.  “Do you think anyone else knows the next exams are starting?”
 
   “I’m sure a few are.”  Cain smiled to himself.
 
   In the massive crowd of shouting and singing troopers, Cain could make out the calm and cool glances of the division leaders.  The recruits were about to enter the combat exam, by far the most important exam.  At least that’s what the division leaders thought.  To miss it was unthinkable.  Everything that had come before would dictate what course of study a recruit would take, what their specialty would be.
 
   However, the result of the combat exam was the deciding factor in who got invited to a division and who would have to be assigned.  After all, a combat ready recruit who could be put to immediate use in the approaching trial was infinitely more useful than a recruit who would one day in the distant future become a master of a discipline.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7: Combat
 
   Humphrey had actually been smiling, not a grin or a twisted lip, but a full-blown smile.  If Brent had not seen it with his own eyes, he would not have believed it possible.  Without a word, Humphrey led them on toward the next exam, while his body language spoke volumes.  Besides the smile, there was a bounce in his step and a prideful angle to his lifted chin.  Group C had apparently done well.  As they reached the next exam, Humphrey shook the hands of each recruit as they passed into the room.  When Humphrey took Brent’s hand, he held it for a moment and leaned close to Brent.
 
   “Thanks for making that pompous windbag eat some crow,” Humphrey mumbled happily.  “I’ve never seen the old skeleton more rattled.  I’ve waited years to see that bag of bones meet his match.”
 
   Brent nodded in acceptance of the praise and entered.  Once in the room, the recruits found themselves alone.  No doubt an instructor was waiting in the wings to test them, or perhaps punish them for what Humphrey had just praised them for.  However, without the instructor, there was nothing to do but wait for the guillotine to drop.  Without anyone to discourage them, the recruits started conversations.  Most of it was the usual meaningless polite banter one exchanged when nervous.  Hiroko looked bored.  Having slept through the last exam, she didn’t seem to understand why the rest were so anxious.  The door at the far end of the room interrupted the conversations.
 
   As it slowly opened, it unleashed a thunderous roar.  Loud horns played a fanfare that seemed to draw in the recruits.  As they entered the new room, the roar surged like a massive wave over their arrival.  The recruits were in a grand coliseum of old with a massive crowd of spectators dressed in togas and other period pieces.  Stone pillars of marble encircled them with the elaborate banners of empires long dead wafting in the mild breeze.
 
   Brent kicked at the ground, sending a small plume of dust into the air.  The recreation was exact, right down to the dust that covered the ground.  A wall lined the oval area in the center of the coliseum.  It was at least twenty feet tall.  There were only two breaks in the wall, the entrance the recruits had come through and an opening directly opposite it.  Above the wall were hundreds of stone rows holding uncountable spectators, each one eager for the coming show.  Brent eyed the opposing opening and worried about what part the recruits would play in that show.
 
   The recruits were awe struck, slowly spinning in place, trying to take it all in.  Brent followed the rows of cheering, toga-wearing observers with his eyes until he found a break at the far end of the coliseum directly above the far opening.  Walking slowly, he approached the empty area.  An overhanging gallery housed one overly-lavish chair in its center.  Cushioned with expensive looking pillows and encrusted with jewels, the throne was obviously meant for someone of great importance.  From the shadows behind the throne, a woman dressed in the formal garb of the academy stepped out into the sunlight.
 
   She was so out of place with the rest of the theme that Brent had to rub his eyes to make sure he was really seeing her.  She was tall, and unlike the sun reddened faces of the spectators, was quite pale.  Her eyes were deep and dark.  They peered into him like those of a serpent.  Despite the strong dichotomy between the instructor and her surroundings, her composure gave him the feeling that she truly belonged here.  The instructor resembled an empress gliding to her throne, Cleopatra reborn in the wrong era.
 
   She perched on her throne like a majestic eagle, a pose too rigid to be truly comfortable.  As her gaze swept over the coliseum, a sneer developed on her regal face.  The instructor locked her gaze on Brent.  A chill trickled down his spine.  He imagined he was feeling what a gazelle felt when it was stared down by a lion.  With their eyes locked, Brent felt alone and wondered where the other recruits were, hoping for one of them to distract the instructor and avert her gaze.  He dared not avert his own gaze.  Like the gazelle, he knew the instant he took his eyes off the predator the true battle would begin, and he would have already lost.
 
   “I see one of you keeps his eyes on the prize.”  The instructor spoke with the monotone of a bored aristocrat.  “Unmoved by the unimportant, he charges forward.  Let’s just see if he reaches the finish line or charges right off a cliff.”
 
   As she released her gaze on him, Brent took a deep breath.  It felt like he had been holding his breath for hours.  Following the instructor’s displeased gaze, he discovered he was alone, several feet from the rest of the recruits.  They were completely oblivious to his minor altercation, their attention still fixed on the crowd and pillars.
 
   “It’s quite rude to keep a lady waiting,” the instructor shouted at the recruits with clear annoyance.  “I’d be just as happy to write you all off as hopeless, a group of lollygaggers too interested in archeology.  But that would be depriving myself of a show, and I doubt this young man would let me down in that regard.”
 
   The instructor eyed Brent with a smirk tugging at her lip.  Erin grabbed the collars of several recruits and dragged them toward the instructor, muttering insults at them as they progressed.  Dante tapped Owen and Hiroko’s shoulders.  The trio walked toward Brent while their gazes continued to sweep over the restless crowd.  The rest of the recruits followed closely behind, still absentmindedly engrossed in the environment.
 
   “Welcome to your next exam,” the instructor started, not waiting for the recruits.  “Here you will be put to the true test.  On this field of battle you will meet your greatest foe.  Most of you will fail miserably, but do try to put on a decent show.  The normal exam is so boring, but thanks to Bloom I’ve been able to create this masterpiece.  Now, as recruits you were no doubt woefully ignorant of the three principles of the academy.  Well, allow me to demonstrate the first!”
 
   “The first principle of the academy?” Owen asked, clueless.
 
   “Power is power, regardless of source!” Erin shouted proudly.
 
   “Quite right!  Power is power,” repeated the instructor.  “It doesn’t matter if that power comes from technology, muscles, intellect, or any other source.  As long as you can match your opponent’s power, you can hold them at bay, and if you can surpass them, then victory is only a matter of time.  Up until this point you have been pitting one form against another form.  You’ve used cunning against scanners.  You’ve pressed ahead under the power of perseverance against the strength of a hostile world.  Now, we will pit your strength against an equal source of power, a true test of your abilities.”  The instructor’s voice rang with pride.
 
   As the instructor continued her speech, Brent noticed that below her two columns of troopers silently entered the arena.  They were dressed in uniforms identical to the recruits.  The two columns moved in formation and created two perfect rows.  As he studied the newcomers, he was shocked to find Hiroko standing among their ranks.  Swiveling, he searched the recruits around him until he found Hiroko. She was still standing next to Dante and Owen.  The three were standing right behind him, still listening to the instructor, completely unaware of his alarm.
 
   Slowly returning to the two new rows, Brent shuddered as he started to recognize more and more of them.  As he inspected the “recruits” he found them all to be mirror images of the real recruits standing with him.  Counting them, he found their number to be nineteen.  A sudden feeling of nausea swept over him as understanding came to his mind.
 
   “Are we boring you?”  The instructor raised her voice at Brent.  “You really should show more respect for your superiors.” 
 
   The real recruits were startled by the instructor’s sudden self-interruption.  Freed from the instructor’s lecture, the recruits noticed the two rows standing opposite them.  Brent could hear the gasps as the recruits realized the two rows were filled with doppelgangers.
 
   “You are one short.  Am I that difficult to copy?”  Brent asked calmly.
 
   “Please, you are nothing more than a worker ant, insignificant and easily replaceable.”  The instructor seemed unconcerned as she lowered her volume while her eyes raged silently.  “Sadly, you failed to receive treatment from Medical after the mishap in the mess hall, a clerical oversight I’m told.  You’d be at a disadvantage.” 
 
   “And how would that be new to me?” Brent asked.  “I’ve been through three exams and have yet to see a fair fight.”
 
   Unexpectedly, the instructor burst into laughter.  It was a high-pitched affair that grated on the ears.  As the cackling continued, a new figure emerged from the shadows below her.  It was an exact duplicate of Brent, although there was a loathsome look on his face that Brent wasn’t sure he could mirror.
 
   “So be it; you’ll have your opponent.  Just remember you brought this down upon yourself.  You may have another exam after this and many more tests in the future, but years from now you will all remember mine as the defining moment in your military careers.  For today you will face an enemy who has all your strength and skills, a true test of your abilities.”
 
   The instructor paused to let it sink in.  When a few recruits started to show the first signs of being overwhelmed, a thin smile pulled at her regal appearance.
 
   “This is singles combat, so don’t even think of ganging up.  I won’t have you insects swarming.  If I catch even a single punch joining into another’s fight, you will fail instantly, no exceptions.  And don’t expect me to let you off easily.  The only road to victory lies with your foe defeated.  There is no time limit, no score, no gold stars for effort.  You have five minutes.  After that, my doubles will launch their attack.  I suggest you use your last minutes well.”  The instructor’s lips curled into a wicked grin.
 
   Content with her speech, the instructor seemed to relax a bit.  The crowd in the stone rows ate it up, cheering wildly in anticipation.  The recruits quickly spaced themselves out, making sure there was enough room between them to avoid the risk of running into another recruit and failing instantly.  The crowd grew hushed as the recruits finished their spreading and the doubles mirrored the group’s movements.
 
   Brent ignored his double and scanned for his friends.  Dante was the closest, tense and ready for a fight.  His back would be to Dante when he faced his double.  He’d have to get his double to change position if he was going to keep an eye on Dante.  Hiroko was farther off to his right as he faced Dante.  Her face was contorted with worry as her hands fidgeted nervously.  Owen was the farthest off, in the extreme edge of the group opposite Brent.  Owen was a few paces away from Hiroko and was watching her nervous movements intently.  The rest of the recruits were flexing their muscles or tensing up, each preparing for the worst.  Returning to face his double, Brent found Erin standing to his right at quite a distance, her face locked on her double with complete focus.  The world could end and she wouldn’t realize it as long as her double was still standing.  Returning his gaze to his double, he readied for the brawl.
 
   The initial rush was uniform; all twenty doubles charged as one, but as they closed, the individual speeds staggered them.  They were mirrors of the recruits, right down to the way they walked and ran.  The mass rushed past him and the sounds of combat filled the arena.  The crowd in the coliseum roared as the battle began.  Brent’s own double wasted no time, his first punch already flying as they closed to mêlée range.
 
   Using his right arm, Brent deflected the first blow.  His double staggered back, apparently not expecting him to fight defensively.  As the double recovered, he parried around so he could see the rest of the recruits and his friends.  The double launched another attack, and Brent once more deflected the blow.  The double alternated between punches and quick dodges.  He remembered trying to use those same dodges against Reggie back in the mess hall.  Dodging the blows of his double or managing to deflect them was tricky but manageable.  As the double swung and missed, Brent backed off a step.  While his double struggled to regain balance, Brent cupped his fists and brought them both down on the unprepared shoulders.  The double staggered away with the wind knocked out of him.
 
   Momentarily free of the assault, Brent scanned the battlefield.  As the crowd above cheered them on, the recruits battled in hand-to-hand combat, neither recruits nor doubles able to land serious blows against the mirror defenses.  Dante and his double were locked with their hands locked on each other’s shoulders, a stalemate.  Owen was holding his own, moving around quicker than Brent had believed him possible of.  Owen and his double were throwing punch after punch, but each was quickly avoided.  It seemed to be more of a dance than a fight.  Hiroko was not far off but not doing as well.  Instead of constantly throwing punches, the two Hirokos played a game of cat and mouse, randomly exchanging kicks while skirting around one another.  Hiroko’s movements were slower than her double’s, and she barely managed to avoid half the blows.  He wondered if the sedatives from the last exam were still affecting her.
 
   He had been paying too much attention to the recruits to notice his double charging him until the double slammed into his right side, sending the two flying.  The two crashed into the dirt floor of the coliseum and slid for several feet before Brent managed to kick off his attacker.  He struggled to stand, his side throbbing with pain.  His double was already on his feet and was charging again.  He wondered how exact this double really was.  Was it really possible for him to be this tenacious?  The double never seemed to tire no matter what it did.  Brent quickly looked around.  Recruits and doubles were still trading blows and misses.  The recruits were starting to pant, but their doubles continued on mercilessly.  These things were not just doubles; they were something more.
 
   As Brent’s double grew closer it dawned on him that it would never tire.  The longer the battle raged, the less chance he had of victory.  He readied himself for a counter strike as the double neared the outer range of his fists.  He knew time was against him, so he readied all his strength for one final blow.  As he prepared to launch his final assault, Erin suddenly crashed into his double.  Stupefied, Brent watched helplessly as the two slid along the dirt.  Glancing in the direction Erin had come from, he found her double standing oddly still.  The double’s hands were hanging limp, and the eyes had an unfocused glaze on them.  Meanwhile, Erin and his double were already fighting to separate themselves.
 
   Brent shot a glance to the instructor’s balcony, expecting her to fail them both for interfering in each other’s match.  The instructor grew rigid.  As she returned his glance, he watched the instructor’s fists tighten on the chair.  Her knuckles turned white.  The instructor remained silent; her face became like stone as all emotion emptied from it.  It was apparent she was using all her energy to hide her reaction.
 
   Brent returned his attention to the fight.  Erin was now beating the tar out of his double.  He wondered if perhaps Erin thought she was fighting the real him in confusion.  Whatever the reason, the instructor continued her rigid indifference as Erin started to bloody the Brent double.  While his double was busy, he casually walked up to the double of Erin.  Its eyes followed his movements, but the double’s body remained slack.  A clueless expression filled Erin’s double; it looked like a lost little girl.  With himself unengaged in the battle, he took the opportunity to survey the hectic mess of fighting recruits.
 
   Signs of fatigue were becoming more apparent on the recruits, while the doubles continued on without so much as a bead of sweat.  Dante was in the same position Brent had last seen him, still locked in a stalemate with his double, neither one giving nor taking an inch.  Hiroko was on the ropes, moving much slower than before with bruises on her forearms and tears in her pants near her knees.  Her double landed another serious kick to Hiroko’s knee, sending the original crumbling to the ground.  She shouted in pain as she landed.  Her movements to get back up were slow and largely futile.  She gave up hope of returning to her feet as she helplessly watched her double slowly walk up and prepare the final blow.  The double was obviously showing off her superiority to the original as she swung her right leg forward and started arching it until it was almost straight up.
 
   Brent wondered momentarily if that too was an improvement on the original or if Hiroko was really that limber.  He saw the unmistakable despair in her eyes as she awaited the final blow.  The distance was too large for Brent to do anything but watch.  Finally striking with all the double’s might, the doppelganger swung her leg down.  As the leg descended Brent averted his eyes, no longer able to stomach the feeling of helpless as Hiroko faced the attack alone.  Over the clamor of battle, he could clearly make out the loud crunching sound as the double’s strike connected, shattering bone.
 
   “What are you doing?” came a terrified shriek. 
 
   The sound pierced through Brent with more force than any blow he had received that day.  His attention flashed back to the girl, but the scene had changed.  Hiroko was still on the ground, the look of terror still in her eyes, but it had a different taint.  Between the crumpled Hiroko and her double was a figure wincing in pain.  The double’s leg was resting on the figure’s shoulder as the arm connected to the shoulder hung desperately to the leg.  The crowd in the stadium had stopped its cheering.  A few groaned quietly as they all watched the scene unfold.
 
   “This wasn’t your fight!” Hiroko shrieked again.  “You’ll fail for this you idiot!”
 
   As Hiroko shouted at the figure, tears started to leak from her eyes.  With the leg resting on the shoulder, Brent couldn’t make out the face.  Scanning around, he found Owen’s double standing in a stupor exactly like Erin’s.  The hush of the crowd was unsettling and was almost as distressing as Hiroko’s voice.
 
   “That wasn’t meant for you!” Hiroko continued shouting as she wiped at her eyes.  “You idiot!  You can’t do that!  You can’t get hurt because of me!”
 
   “I messed up last time, but not this time,” Owen’s voice was icy, but the pain was apparent.  “Never again!”
 
   As Owen’s voice rose to a roar he swung his right fist, connecting on the exposed knee joint in the double’s leg.  The force of the blow sent the double reeling into the wall of the coliseum.  With the crowd nearly silent, the impact was louder than Brent had expected, resulting in a sickening crunch.  The double slid down the wall, crumpling to the ground almost identically to the real Hiroko, the right leg clearly broken.  The crowd’s silence was broken by triumphant cheering and shouting.  As Owen closed to make sure the double was finished, Hiroko seemed lost in her own world, staring vacantly at him as her mouth silently said idiot repeatedly.
 
   Brent glanced up at the instructor, and, as before, she was rigid.  Her eyes met his, and he could see a mixture of surprise and shock; the instructor had not seen this coming.  He casually walked toward Erin’s limp double.  Slow stretching out his arm, he brought his finger within centimeters of the double without actually making contact.  Gazing at the instructor, he could make out the rage in her eyes.  With a sudden flash of inspiration he had it; he understood now.  Brent couldn’t help but grin.  The instructor’s eyes went wide as she saw the smile expanding on his face.
 
   “Hiroko!  Take out Owen!” Brent shouted over the crowd’s clamor.
 
   Hiroko was shaken from her reverie and stared in the direction of his voice with shock and horror.
 
   “Not the real one, his double!  Take down Owen’s echo!” Brent shouted louder.
 
   The instructor jumped to her feet and clenched both fists but said nothing.  Hiroko was confused and slowly stood up, glancing around to find the other Owen. 
 
   “You can’t win a prolonged fight in your current condition, so take him out with one blow!”  Brent shouted as Hiroko moved toward Owen’s double.
 
   Hiroko had reached Owen’s double who was still standing limp.  The double watched apathetically as Hiroko started to raise her leg for the final blow.  Brent was surprised as the real Hiroko matched the flexibility of her double.  With a single, graceful movement she struck down with even more force than her double had.  After the strain of battling with the real Owen, the final blow against the double’s limp body was too much.  With a thud the double dropped to the dirt floor as the crowd above roared in approval.
 
   With Hiroko and Owen taken care of, Brent thought it was high time to end this show.  He leaned over and gently tapped the shoulder of Erin’s double.  Instantly, the limp double sprang to action, throwing punches wildly at him.  However, the blows missed so badly that Brent barely had to dodge.  The doubles were impossible opponents for the person they had copied, but to a stranger they were hopelessly outmatched.  He dodged the strikes and started running toward the nearest recruit.  The double was unable to adapt to his combat style and followed him wildly swinging.
 
   “I’m sorry about this!”  Brent shouted to the nearest recruit.
 
   With a single motion, he tripped Erin’s double as she threw a fist.  Caught off balance, the double fell headlong into the recruit Brent had led her to.  Surprised by the sudden impact, the recruit spun around and started fighting off Erin’s double.  Meanwhile, the recruit’s double went limp.  Brent let out a laugh as he tapped the newly limp double and led it to the next recruit.  One by one, he switched up the matches.  With a double in tow, he ran toward Dante, the only recruit still fighting his double.  The two were still locked; neither had made any progress since the last time he had checked on them.
 
   “Dante, do me a favor,” Brent called ahead as he led the double to his target.
 
   “You might not have noticed, but I’m a bit busy right now, sir,” Dante grunted.
 
   “Humor me.  Push off your double for a moment.”
 
   The real Dante shrugged then pushed off his double.  Brent stopped dead in his tracks and sidestepped out of the way as the double running after him continued past, running right into Dante.  Dante didn’t even seem to notice the impact, and with a single downward chop of his left hand, knocked out the double.  Just as Brent expected, both Dantes were standing in a stupor, the real one staring at him questioningly while the double stared into space vacuously.  Mustering all his might, Brent charged Dante’s double, burying his shoulder deep into the double’s gut.  The double fell forward in a most unhealthy manner.  Dante looked over the corpse on the ground and then stared at Brent in surprise and horror.
 
   “I saw you two locked in battle.  I knew I’d only get one chance so I had to make it good.”  Brent reassured Dante.  “If your double didn’t go down in one hit, I’d be the body on the ground.”
 
   Dante bellowed with laughter so loud that even the crowd above was startled.
 
   “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or not, but I’ll leave it at that, sir,” Dante said recovering from his surprise.
 
   Looking back on the other recruits, it was apparent they were winning; the doubles’ advantage had been ripped from them.  The crowd cheered as the doubles started to fall.  Dante and Brent made their way through the clamor of tumbling doubles and charging recruits toward Hiroko and Owen.  Hiroko was on the ground rubbing her left leg, grimacing in pain.  Owen was on the ground near her with a look of supreme satisfaction on his face.  As Dante and Brent closed, Owen waved to them with his right arm.  The movement was irregular and seemed painful.
 
   “So Brent, did we fail?” Owen asked, trying to hide the pain in his voice.
 
   “I don’t think so.  She said we couldn’t gang up on the doubles but she didn’t say anything about changing partners.” Brent said, starting to chuckle.
 
   “What happened to you two?”  Dante asked.
 
   “Owen improvised,” Brent answered.  “Even the instructor was surprised.  I’m sure Owen won’t have any trouble getting adopted now.  After all, Owen . . .”
 
   “Is an idiot!” Hiroko half shouted, interrupting Brent.  “The moron didn’t have to interfere.  Would have been better to let me fail.  I’m nothing but a burden to you guys.”
 
   Hiroko’s face sank as a tear rolled freely down her face.
 
   “That’s not true at all,” Dante started.
 
   “Yes it is!” Hiroko shouted in rage and despair.  “You all know it!  I’m useless!  Brent’s kept us all going and is the only reason I haven’t failed!  During the last exam I was nothing but dead weight!” Hiroko shouted, on the verge of crying.  “Now I can’t even hold my own against myself!  There is no point in me even being here!” 
 
   Hiroko started sobbing.  She tried to hold back, but it was pointless.  She had lost composure.  Dante looked on helplessly, unsure what to do or say.  Brent could only return Dante’s glances with uncertainty.  Hiroko buried her head in her hands as her crying deepened.  The two watched powerlessly as she continued to weep.  Owen placed his right hand on her shoulder.  Almost instantly, Hiroko swept it off forcefully.  Owen fell to the ground in pain, cradling his right arm, the agony clearly visible on his face.  Gradually, Owen’s face cleared of pain and started to take on a stern look.  As he raised his head there was a look of determination in his eyes.
 
   “Hiroko!”  Owen barked at the weeping girl.
 
   Surprised at the insensitivity, even Dante pulled back from the sound.  Hiroko slowly raised her head to look up at Owen.  The tears were still flowing down her cheeks.  Hiroko started as if she was about to speak, but he had already moved.  Owen swung his arms around her, embracing her tightly as he pressed his lips to hers.  Dante’s eyes widened in surprise almost as much as Hiroko’s had.  Dante and Brent stood in silence as their friends embraced.  The look of surprise faded from Hiroko’s eyes as she closed them, apparently lost in the moment.
 
   As the two held each other, Brent started to feel a strange warm sensation.  At first he thought it was his embarrassment, but it kept growing.  The heat grew steadily until it was almost unbearable.  It felt like he was on fire, his hands ablaze.  He glanced at his hands, finding nothing wrong with them.  Patting himself down, he found his temperature to be on the cool side; he wasn’t even perspiring.  Returning his attention to Hiroko and Owen, Brent jumped back a step.  A single ardent glow encompassed the two.
 
   Warmth rushed over him as he watched the glow grow.  He started backing away, but the aura increased faster.  As it was about to make contact with him, he could feel its white hot intensity.  The two separated and the glow weakened, but did not disappear.  Brent fell to his knees and breathed a sigh of relief.  Owen whispered something to Hiroko.  Due to her crying, Brent couldn’t tell if Hiroko was blushing or if the tears had reddened her cheeks, but he could see the glow shine just a bit brighter.  Dante realized Brent was no longer standing with them.
 
   “What are you doing down there, sir?” Dante asked as he approached Brent.  “Are you all right?” 
 
   Surprised at the sudden question, he looked up at Dante standing over him with an outstretched arm.
 
   “I’m okay, I think,” Brent answered.
 
   Taking Dante’s offered hand, he stood up.  He had taken his attention off Hiroko and Owen for only a moment, but it was enough.  As Brent looked back at the two still sitting on the ground, the aura was gone; the strange glow had faded.  Together they returned to the pair.  Besides the initial shock, Dante’s demeanor hadn’t changed.  Apparently, only he had seen the strange warmth.  Suddenly realizing where she was, Hiroko glanced around to find Brent and Dante staring intently.
 
   “You idiot!”  Hiroko started pushing Owen away.
 
   Brent placed a hand on her shoulder before she could continue.
 
   “Dante and I will be checking on the other recruits.  If you need us just call.”  Brent said, nodding to Dante.
 
   As he took his hand off Hiroko’s shoulder, Brent leaned near her ear.
 
   “Don’t let embarrassment steal this from you,” Brent whispered so only she could hear.
 
   Hiroko stared at Brent with a startled expression as he and Dante left.  After they had gotten a ways away from the pair, Brent glanced over his shoulder to find the two embracing again.
 
   “Florence Nightingale effect, sir?” Dante whispered his question to Brent.
 
   “I doubt it.  Pretty sure that’s the real thing, Dante,” he answered.
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “Trust me, I just know.”  Brent glanced at his hands, the warm sensation still lingering.
 
   The battlefield was littered with unconscious doubles.  A great cheering grew in intensity.  Brent slowly realized it wasn’t just the crowd above but the recruits were cheering as well.  The last recruit had finished his match, and the double was on the ground.  Dante tapped him on the shoulder and pointed up to the grand chair above.  The chair was empty now; not even the cushions remained.  The sun above the open coliseum started to set, filling the arena in a deep crimson.  A bright white light came from the end of the arena as the doorway back to the academy opened.
 
   The recruits sluggishly moved toward the safety of hallways and abandoned the doubles behind them.  Out of the corner of his eye, Brent spotted Hiroko and Owen walking toward him, hand in hand.  He chuckled to himself as the sight reminded him of several cheesy romance films he had seen.  Several other recruits joined Brent in laughter as they walked out of the arena into the brightly lit station. 
 
   “You all sound like a gaggle of geese.”  A monotone broke through the laughter.
 
   Having been so absorbed, Brent missed the entry of the instructor.  She still had a regal look, but now there was extra venom in her eyes.  The recruits grew silent as they too noticed her anger.
 
   “I take it we all passed.”  Brent dared the instructor’s wrath.
 
   The instructor bristled; smoldering hatred filled her eyes.  Brent didn’t back away.
 
   “I thought she said we’d fail if we attacked someone else’s double?”  Erin apprehensively  piped up.
 
   “It was singles combat,” Dante asserted.  “As long as we never engaged two targets at once we were not in violation of any rules.  Isn’t that right, sir?”
 
   “Precisely.  When Erin ran into my double the two of us weren’t actually fighting,” Brent explained.  “He was charging and I was preparing, but we weren’t exchanging blows.  It was a break in the battle.  When Erin attacked my double she had simply traded opponents.  Her own double didn’t know what to do.  Erin hadn’t joined up with me against my double so she hadn’t failed.  Thus, it couldn’t continue attacking Erin or it would be in violation of the instructor’s rules.  So Erin’s double just stood around, unsure what to do.”
 
   “What about Owen?” Hiroko asked meekly.  “He put himself between me and my double.  Doesn’t that mean he failed?”
 
   “Your double was about to attack you, but again that was a pause.  When the double’s strike hit Owen, it was the one to change targets.  Isn’t that right, instructor?”  Brent threw down the gauntlet.
 
   “The other instructors had warned me not to underestimate you.  Tell me, did you figure it out when the girl gracelessly ran into your double or when the boy took the finishing blow for the frail girl?”  The instructor was careful not to use the recruits’ names.
 
   “Erin tipped me off; Owen confirmed it.” Brent responded.  “There was no way you could resist humiliating us as soon as possible.  Before the fight even began you made that clear.  You couldn’t even wait until you finished your lecture to draw attention to the fact I wasn’t listening.  The fact you didn’t draw attention to Erin or Owen was all I needed to know.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nathan had never really paid close attention to the exams.  Unlike the troopers who enjoyed them regularly, Nathan had no reason to.  He wasn’t a division leader, so scouting the new recruits was pointless, and he had access to far greater sources of entertainment.  Truth be told, there wasn’t much entertainment value in the exams to be had.  There were moments, of course, those riveting encounters where every second held the audience in rapt attention.  However, in between those precious moments there were long stretches of dull, uninteresting happenings.
 
   Nathan found himself longing for those boring exams of the past.  Today had been more frantic than the sum of his tenure as the Administer to the academy.  The combat exam was no exception.  When Jack had convinced him to shake things up, to change the exams, Nathan had accepted without question.  How naive he had been.  He had even placed a bet on the whole affair, his favorite spice for an otherwise tasteless reality.  If Nathan had known the outcome of accepting Jack’s request, he would have turned him down flatly.  Well, he would have resisted.  It was too late for second thoughts now.  The combat exam had been disastrous.
 
   Group D ignored the instructor’s warning and ganged up on the doubles.  Instead of twenty sparring matches, it was one bloody mass of forty struggling recruits.  In the heat of the calamity, the recruits couldn’t tell the real from the copies and did just as much damage to their fellow recruits as they did to the doubles.  Being failed by the instructor was the least of their worries as they were carted off to Medical with twenty sets of broken bones, ruptured organs, and internal bleeding.  Nathan had seen wounded in combat zones in better shape.
 
   Group E had fought until the last recruit dropped.  They were all in Medical now.  That raised the count to a solid forty.  A few in group A had overpowered their doubles, but the other fourteen were in worse shape than some from group D, up to fifty-four in Medical.  Half of Group B had prevailed, and only seven of them needed medical treatment.  At the outset, the leader of group B ordered half the squad to help out the others.  They failed instantly of course, but the ten matches of two insured the victory of the other ten.  Being able to tag team the doubles allowed them to gain victory, but for an unlucky seven, even the tag team strategy hadn’t saved them from a trip to Medical.
 
   Everyone in Brent’s group passed the exam, but that didn’t mean they did it in one piece.  Six of them had been rushed off to Medical.  Sixty-seven.  Out of one hundred able-bodied recruits, sixty-seven were now in Medical.  Although those fortunate thirty-three recruits didn’t require a trip to Medical, they took one anyway.  Not one of the recruits had managed to survive the exam without sprains, bruises, or a few cuts.
 
   “I’m finished.”  Nathan sighed.
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Jack raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I never should have listened to you.  The old exams were boring, but safe!  I’ll never live this down.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.  You’ll be fine.”
 
   “How can you be so certain?”
 
   “Don’t forget I’ve got the full support of the military in my back pocket.  I toss around the word Lazarus, and I could get away with murder.”
 
   “I think you just did.  Those recruits are in pretty bad shape.”
 
   “You are just being melodramatic.  I’m telling you that you’ll be fine.”
 
   “But . . .” Nathan sighed more than said.
 
   “Not another word.  We have more to worry about than our career options.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Did you notice anything strange about that exam?”
 
   “You mean besides the pile of bodies?”
 
   “I’m serious.  Did anything strike you as out of place?”
 
   “I’ve never been any good at guessing games, but I’ll bite.  The setting was a strange one; never seen anything like that.
 
   “I doubt anyone has.  The instructor spent hours going through the archives looking for the perfect setting for what she had in mind.  As it turns out, that structure predates the Great War.”
 
   “Seriously?  And here I thought it was some odd rim world civic center.”
 
   “She just stumbled across it by chance.  I’m sure you noticed the awe it inspired in the recruits.”
 
   “It didn’t seem to interest Brent in the slightest.
 
   “Exactly!  He disregarded it as if it was a common sight.”
 
   “Well he did come to us through Lazarus.  Could it be a memory?”
 
   “Impossible.  He was only an infant when we recovered him.  There is no way a child that young could have memories that detailed.  On top of that, Brent never had any problems with his surroundings.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, lets say for the sake of argument that Brent did have memories of a structure that predates the Great War, then it only makes sense to say that he himself was from the same era.  A child from such an ancient period would undoubtedly suffer from future shock.  The simplest devices we take for granted would be unexplainable wonders.”
 
   “Can’t argue with that.  If stacking shaped rocks on one another to fashion crude structures was the most advanced you knew, how would you react to a skyscraper?  And before you remind me, I do remember you telling me about his extensive knowledge of jump mechanics.  But if he isn’t from some ancient era, why was he so comfortable with the surroundings?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine.  Although, that’s not the only mystery from the exam.”
 
   “Wait, there’s more?  Can’t you settle for pushing me to my wits end once per hour and leave it at that?”
 
   “You were the one that wanted to be my accomplice, remember?” Jack asked with a grin.
 
   “Me and my big mouth.”  Nathan sighed.  “So let’s hear it.  What kind of nightmare fuel are you fretting over?”
 
   “Do you remember when Brent was addressing the girl?”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “The one who had been asleep in the last exam.”
 
   “Oh yes, I remember her now.  What about her?”
 
   “When Brent was trying to get her to attack the boy’s double, do you remember what he called it?”
 
   “I’m sorry Jack, I wasn’t exactly hanging on his every word.  I was a little distracted by the body count.”
 
   “He called it an Echo.”
 
   “An Echo?  I would have called them shadows myself.”
 
   “Funny,” Jack said, not amused.
 
   “Sorry.  You have to admit it could have been a slip of the tongue.  The boy was in the middle of a battlefield after all.”
 
   “I suppose, but it still troubles me.  He’s usually so analytical.  It didn’t seem right for him to use such flowery speech in the middle of combat like that.”
 
   “What? Echo?  It’s not that odd of a word, plus it’s not really all that out of place.  An echo is when you hear your voice reflected, and they were fighting reflections of themselves.  I can understand what was going through his mind.”
 
   “You make a fair argument, but what about his reaction to the kiss?”
 
   “Are you going to nitpick everything he did during the exam?”
 
   Jack said nothing as he shot a incredulous glance.
 
   “Right, mystery child of potential doom,” Nathan said with a sigh.  “He did seem to have an adverse reaction to it.  Wait.  You don’t think he’s gay, do you?”
 
   “I doubt it’s that.”  Jack let out a laugh.
 
   “You don’t have to laugh.  It could happen.  So what’s your brilliant analysis?”
 
   “Sorry, Nathan, I just didn’t think of that.  Brent is a Weaver, right?”
 
   “That’s what you tell me.”
 
   “Well, when the two embraced they shared an emotion.  What if Brent was overwhelmed by it?”
 
   “Are emotions really that strong?  I mean, I always knew you were sensitive to strong emotions, but I’ve never seen you retreat from someone.”
 
   “True enough, but we don’t know how powerful a Weaver he is.  Back on Trica he did some amazing things.  Impossible things.  Perhaps he is more sensitive to emotions than we thought.”
 
   “A fair assertion, but why did a kiss do it?  Zimmer wanted to rip off his head for passing his exam so easily.  No reaction from Brent then.  In the mess hall he had two full divisions ready to beat each other to a pulp.  Even that didn’t seem to affect him until his life was in jeopardy.”
 
   “I don’t know the answer to that, Nathan.  Maybe he is limited to positive emotions.  It isn’t common, but then again, nothing about Brent is common.  I’m looking forward to the next exam.  I wonder what we’ll learn about him next.”
 
   “Hold on, Jack.  Next exam?  There won’t be another exam today.”
 
   “What?”  Jack sounded alarmed.
 
   “I’ve got word from Medical that most of the recruits won’t be going anywhere tonight.  Maybe we can reschedule the last exam for tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s not an option, Nathan.  It has to happen tonight.”
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “I’ve already got word from the Lazarus commission.  Tomorrow the recruits are to retake the traditional exams.  I guess someone already complained to the military.”
 
   “I’ll have to give the troopers another day off then . . .”
 
   “Nathan!”
 
   “Sorry, Jack, but what do you expect me to do, order the divisions to drag the recruits to the next exam?”
 
   “You might be on to something there, Nathan.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We can’t bring the recruits to the next exam.  Maybe we can bring the exam to them!”
 
   With that, Jack jumped to his feet and bolted out of the observation room.  Nathan stared after him, dumbfounded.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8: Command
 
   Brent was getting used to Medical.  He barely noticed the sharp odor of antiseptics anymore.  Once more, he was waiting idly while the others had been rushed into offices hidden from view.  Unlike his last visit after the brawl in the mess hall, he was almost alone.  The waiting room was nearly empty with only a handful of unscathed recruits.  Every now and then a doctor or nurse would arrive and quickly rush behind closed doors.  Brent had the sneaking hunch that the calm of the waiting room did not penetrate far.  He could almost feel the tension of the doctors working on his friends only a few yards away.  Owen had broken his collarbone, and, despite his argument to the contrary, it was obviously serious.  Hiroko’s knee was in pretty bad shape as well.  When Brent had seen the two walking hand in hand, he naturally assumed it was because of the moment they had shared.  Truth was, Owen was helping Hiroko keep pressure off her leg.  How he did it with a broken collarbone was beyond him.
 
   “They’ll be all right, sir,” Dante said reassuringly.
 
   Dante hadn’t suffered anything more than minor fatigue.  He and his double were too well matched to break their stalemate and hadn’t done any damage to one another.  Brent wondered how long the pair could have kept it up if he hadn’t switched partners.
 
   “Do you think they’ll make us carry them to the next exam?”  Brent eyed the doorway to the treatment rooms.
 
   “I doubt it.  The head physician here can override any order if she deems it a serious threat to the health of those under her care.  Bloom himself could order it to no avail.  Even you couldn’t persuade her, sir.” 
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “I know her, sir.  She can be quite stubborn when she wants to be.”
 
   “You know her?  Have you been to the academy before?”
 
   “Nope, this is my first time here, sir.”
 
   Brent wondered how Dante knew the head of Medical.  As he opened his mouth to pursue the matter, he noticed a heavyset man entering Medical.  A worried expression covered his face almost as thickly as his perspiration.
 
   “Dante, isn’t that Administer Bloom?”  Brent nudged Dante.
 
   “I believe it is, sir.  Wonder what’s got him so worried.”
 
   Bloom leaned over the reception desk and started whispering to the young lady currently on duty.  Before Bloom finished speaking, a nearby doorway burst open.  The sound made him jump.  A tall woman marched quickly toward the Administer.
 
   “That’s her, sir.  The head physician,” Dante whispered.
 
   As she reached Bloom she started shouting at him.
 
   “You can’t be serious, Administer!”  Despite the force in her voice, it was easy to tell she was exhausted.  “This is preposterous!”
 
   “Now, now, doctor Benedict.”  Bloom used a gentle tone of voice.  “Please calm down.”
 
   “Don’t tell me to calm down!  I just heard you are not postponing the last exam!”
 
   “It’s out of my hands.  I wanted to postpone the exam.  Believe me, I really wanted to.”
 
   “Well it might be out of your hands, but I won’t allow it!  You can tell whoever it is that’s pulling your strings I won’t allow the recruits out of my sight!”
 
   “Then it’s settled.”  A harsh voice interrupted the conversation.  “The recruits won’t leave your sight and the next exam will begin shortly.”
 
   Brent recognized the newcomer instantly.  It was the tall man in the shiny black uniform who had been standing next to the Administer when he made the announcement that morning.  Doctor Benedict took a step toward him.  They were the same height.  She stood firm as her eyes penetrated into his.  Dante shuddered momentarily.
 
   “Look, I know you are used to throwing your weight around and getting your way, but it won’t work on me.”  Doctor Benedict sounded like she was ready for a fight.  “I’m not letting the recruits participate in any more exams, and if you don’t like it, tough.  You don’t frighten me.  Do your worst.”
 
   “Now, Doctor Benedict . . .” Bloom started.
 
   The tall man held up a hand toward the Administer, silencing him.  Bloom quickly glanced from the doctor to man and took a step back, cringing a little.
 
   “You are wrong; I do frighten you.”  The man’s face was devoid of emotion as he spoke.  “Not as much as I’m used to, but there is still plenty of fear in you.  However, I want to make one thing perfectly clear.  I would never use my abilities in the manner you are preparing for.”
 
   “There is no need to be so abrasive.”  Bloom tried being diplomatic.  “Doctor Benedict, I assure you.  Jack would never use his abilities where it wasn’t warranted.”
 
   “Jack?”  Doctor Benedict sounded surprised.
 
   The doctor visibly relaxed.  With her tight control released the signs of exhaustion were plainly evident.
 
   “I know it’s been a long day, but please hear him out,” Bloom pleaded with the doctor.
 
   “All right, I give up.  Let’s hear it.  The sooner you finish the sooner I can tell you it’s not going to happen and return to the patients who need my attention.”
 
   A smile tugged at the tall man’s mouth.  Reaching into his pocket, he tossed a pad to the doctor.  She looked it over and started chuckling.
 
   “You are serious, aren’t you?”  The doctor tossed back the pad.
 
   “Always,” he answered as he caught the pad.
 
   “So, will you accept this idea, doctor?  It won’t put any strain on those under your care, I assure you,” Bloom ventured.
 
   “You know you could make it so he doesn’t worry so much.”  Doctor Benedict was apparently ignoring the Administer.
 
   “He likes to worry.”  The tall man’s gruff voice had an edge of softness.  “So, I take it you’ll go along with us.”
 
   The doctor nodded and walked off.  As she disappeared behind the doorway leading to the treatment rooms, a look of glee filled Administer Bloom’s face.  Dante let out a long sigh of relief.
 
   “I see what you mean about a stubborn streak.”  Brent chuckled.
 
   A thought jarred the Administer, and he turned to the tall man in black.
 
   “Jack?”  Bloom asked apprehensively
 
   “Yes, Nathan?”  The man’s response was plain and calm.
 
   “Do I really like to worry?”
 
   “Does a newborn like to cry?”
 
   Again, the nearby door burst open.  Several nurses entered the waiting room and escorted the few idle recruits into the treatment area.  Brent scanned the beds as he passed them, entering deeper and deeper into Medical.  The recruits were all laying comfortably.  He couldn’t tell those with scratches from the ones with broken bones.  Brent watched as a nurse escorted Dante down a different path.  As he scanned the rooms as they ventured deeper in, he noticed he was now with total strangers.  They all wore the uniform of the recruits, but Brent didn’t recognize any faces.  One by one, the nurses led the last of the waiting room recruits to different rooms.  Finally, Brent was in his own room.
 
   “Please lay on the bed.  I’m told your next exam will start soon,” the nurse said curtly as he disappeared back into the corridor.
 
   Brent did as he was told and took a seat on the bed.  How could the next exam start if the recruits were scattered across Medical?  Brent hadn’t been waiting long when the door to his room swung open.  A man took a single step into the room.  He was dressed in a one-piece jumpsuit.  It was a dirty gray with grease stains and other fluids Brent couldn’t place.  The man studied Brent for a few moments before taking a step back to check the room number.
 
   “Brent?” the man ventured nervously.
 
   “That’s me.”  Brent’s eyebrow rose slightly.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re the one,” the man said with sudden glee.  “They’ve been going on about you all day down in maintenance.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Oh sorry, how rude of me.  I’m Johnny Perkins, maintenance group twelve dash T.”  Johnny offered his hand to the recruit.
 
   “Pleased to meet you.”  Brent shook the man’s hand politely.
 
   “We don’t get a lot of free time down in maintenance, so I haven’t actually gotten to watch, but from what I’ve heard you’ve been doing a bang up job.  Here is your 3P.”  The man handed Brent what looked like an extra thick pad.
 
   “3P?”
 
   “Sorry, Psych Projection Play.  We don’t get very formal down in maintenance.  Don’t tell anyone, but we’ve tapped into the mainframe; we’ll be able to watch this time.  Good luck.  I’ve got this month’s salary on ya.  Not that I’m pressuring you are anything.  See ya around.”
 
   As quickly as he had entered, Johnny disappeared, leaving the pad and a slimy residue on Brent’s hand.  Brent wiped off his hand and tried to access the pad, but it seemed to be dead.  The phrase 3P meant nothing to him, and he had no idea what the thick pad did.  No matter what he tried, the screen would never stir to life.  If it were possible Brent would have claimed the device was taunting him with its stubborn refusal to activate.  Finally setting down the thick pad, he realized he was starting to feel the strain of the day.  He dreaded the idea of sleep and the accompanying nightmare, but if there going to be another exam he figured he could risk a minute or two of relaxation.
 
   As he laid down on the bed, the pad sprang to life.  A strange fuzzy feeling came over him.  He tried to reach for the pad, but his arm felt too heavy to lift.  The room around him faded to a dark blue that hid all the details of the medical equipment.  Suddenly, a bright blue grid outlined the space around him.  Oddly, the dimensions of the room were all wrong now and the gird had the contours of a sloping hill.  Texture quickly filled in the grids.  As Brent looked around, the wire frame was filled in with a blue sky and rolling green hills.  The room was gone now and he was standing in a peaceful valley.  Stooping over, Brent plucked at the grass.  Snapping a single blade of grass, Brent examined it.  It felt real, even had the smell of freshly picked grass.
 
   “Enjoying the scenery?” a familiar voice called to him.
 
   “Owen?  Where are we?”  Brent turned to find Owen standing next to him.
 
   “Physically?  Still in Medical, resting well.”
 
   “So we are dreaming?”
 
   “Not quite.  At least I don’t think so.”  Owen bashfully shrugged.  “I’m not too familiar with these things myself.  They are still pretty scarce on the rim.”
 
   “Psych Projection Plays?” Brent repeated the phrase Johnny had used.
 
   “Most people just call them plays or 3Ps for short,” Hiroko’s voice interrupted.  “Only the most stuck up of the core worlders still use the full name.”
 
   “Maybe you can explain it better; I’d only confuse him more.”  Owen grinned.  “All I know is that my shoulder doesn’t hurt and that’s enough for me.”
 
   “Normally, one interprets the world around them through impulses sent to the brain from sense organs.”  An overly loud voice rang in Brent’s ears.  “Your eyes see the landscape and send that information to your brain, which decodes the information.  The end result is you see colors and hues and realize you are in a meadow.  A Psych Projection Play creates artificial impulses that the brain interprets as the real thing.”
 
   The voice seemed to come from every direction.  Brent spun, looking for its source.  He spotted the rest of his group and every other recruit off in the distance.  They were all gathered under a tall, lush tree, gently wafting in the mild breeze.  Dante waved the three over.  In the center of the recruits was a woman in the uniform of an instructor.
 
   “Normally, Psych Projection Plays are used for personal relaxation or group entertainment, but today we’ve got something else in mind for them,” The instructor continued, her voice more tolerable now.
 
   “This is the next exam?”  Owen sounded like a kid in a candy store.
 
   “Not even close.”  The instructor’s voice was as soothing as the breeze.  “Think of this as a waiting room.  There are several recruits not linked up yet.”
 
   “If you can create any environment you want, why not use 3Ps for the rest of the exams?”  Dante was twirling a leaf in his hands.
 
   “That is an excellent question.”  The instructor smiled warmly.  “There are two factors that make this a less than perfect environment for exams.  The first is that every action you take here is an impulse intercepted from your brain.  When you take a step you are only thinking that you are walking; your legs are perfectly still in the real world.  As such, your stamina here is what you think your stamina is.  And we all like to imagine we have greater endurance than we really do . . .”
 
   Several recruits interrupted her by starting to bolt around the tree as fast as they could, as if they had to test what she had just said.  The instructor watched the recruits running laps, but didn’t scold them for interrupting.  Brent couldn’t help but smile.  Owen wasn’t the only one amazed by the 3P.
 
   “If we performed exams in here, the results would be exaggerations,” the instructor said sweetly.  “Likewise, your strength, agility, and other physical characteristics are impossible to measure accurately.  The second reason we don’t use them is that you all know this isn’t real.  If you were to fall here you would scrape your knee, and it would hurt just like in the real world.  However, when the exam is over, the Psych Projection Play will disengage, and you won’t have a scratch on you.  Knowing there are no consequences, recruits would take actions they would never consider in the real world.”  The instructor’s warm smile never faded once as she explained.
 
   “If they are so bad for testing recruits, then why use them at all?”  Hiroko had taken a seat on the soft grass.
 
   “Normally we don’t, but today is a special case.  If this were any other examination day, you’d all go through the standard exams.  You’d jump through the hoops those who came before you jumped through.”  The instructor giggled as she eyed the recruits through a hoop she made with her forefinger and thumb.  “Some of you would do well; others would fail.  However, today we are trying something different.  Also, this is the command exam.  Your personal performance is meaningless to us in this exam.  Even if you could leap from skyscraper to skyscraper, it wouldn’t help you pass this exam.”
 
   “So, when do we start?”  Erin rolled her eyes at the playful instructor.
 
   “The last few recruits have just been linked up.  Guess it’s time to start.”  The instructor’s voice boomed over the peaceful meadow.  “This will be your final exam for the day.  My name is Miss Coudert, and it is my privilege to be the one to determine your skills in the area of command.  Every exam so far has tested you personally; now we will find out how you deal with commanding others.”
 
   “Wait a minute.”  A tall female recruit interrupted the instructor.  “Some of us have been commanding others all day.  Is this exam really necessary?”
 
   “Well, normally the exams are done individually, so you wouldn’t have had the opportunity up until now.  However, just because a few of you have already tried your hand at command doesn’t mean we can deprive everyone else of the experience.”
 
   The instructor smiled so warmly at the interrupting girl it was almost unsettling.  Brent suddenly found himself wondering about the nature of how she had been commanding all day.
 
   “I have to admit, but I’m really looking forward to this exam,” the instructor continued with obvious delight.  “I don’t have much freedom when it comes to exams.  I have to follow the same playbook using the same situations and tests.  Today, not only do I have the freedom to try something different, I have the Psych Projection Play as my canvas.  As such, I’ve decided we’ll go all out on this exam.”  The instructor was giddy with excitement.
 
   “I don’t like where this is going . . .”  Erin grumbled.
 
   “Today, as your command examination we’ll be reenacting the final battle of the Great War!”  The instructor was in her own world.  “The battlefield will be the home world of the great enemy, deep beyond the Great Divide!  Won’t this be exciting!”
 
   The recruits exchanged worried glances.
 
   “We are going to break into two teams; one will act as defense while the other will take offense.  Naturally, we won’t be using the units of the great enemy, but this should be an experience nonetheless.”
 
   “Hold on!” Dante protested.  “You mean half of us have to defend the home world of the greatest threat to the survival of humanity?” 
 
   “Well, not half of you, just two groups,” the instructor responded warmly.
 
   The recruits started protesting.  Some shouted while others shook their heads violently.  Brent didn’t see what was bothering the recruits so badly – it was just another exam.
 
   “Now everyone calm down.”  Despite the recruits’ complaints the instructor still sounded perky.  “I thought a change of scenery would be appreciated.  Plus, can any one of you think of a more epic place for your last exam to take place?  I don’t know why you are all getting so worked up; it’s not like you’ll be fighting the great enemy again.  The recruits on the ground will be the ones defending.  Save for the interesting landscape, it will be like any other practice battle.”
 
   Some of the grumbling quieted but she still hadn’t convinced the majority.
 
   “I’ve been following your progress so far, and, as it turns out, groups B and C have the highest number of wins,” she continued undeterred by the discord.  “So, to be fair groups B and C will be on defense duty while the rest will be on offense.  Now, while I’ll be watching your individual performance and how you handle your squad, I’ll also be monitoring the battle as a whole.  The objective for the invading team is to destroy the defending group’s Citadel.  Of course, the goal for the defenders is to stop them.  Now, if there are no further complains, let’s get this started!”
 
   As the instructor finished, she disappeared.  The recruits vanished and the scenery disappeared.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised Doctor Benedict gave in so easily to you,” Nathan said as he shook his head.  “You’d think I’d asked her to cut off her own arm from her reaction whenever I ask her for something.”  He pretended to saw off his arm with his other hand.
 
   “It’s thanks to you that she gave in at all.”  Jack settled into his chair.
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “When you called me by my first name, she realized I wasn’t some monster.”
 
   “So this is all my fault then?” Nathan asked before sighing.  “I should have kept my mouth shut.”
 
   “The complaints might receive will pale in comparison to what we are about to learn.”
 
   “As long as your happy.  One seventeen-year old monster is more than enough for me.”
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “I thought so,” Nathan said with a small smile.  “Are you sure it was necessary for us to have this last exam?”
 
   “Absolutely.  That seventeen-year old monster, as you call him, took the role of leader early on and has been doing a superb job of it.  I want to see how he performs in an un-winnable situation.”
 
   “Why would you want to . . . oh, wait.  This is one of those psychological things, isn’t it?  See how he deals with life by exposing him to death or some such?”
 
   “Something like that.  In each exam there was a path to victory.  It might have been a narrow path or a well-hidden path, but there was one.  Not this time.  Defending a world already under invasion, out numbered three to two with the other defending squad unwilling to listen to him, and out teched.  There is no way he can win this one.”
 
   “Pity, I was so looking forward to my wager paying off.  Wait, out teched?  I know I was paying attention.  How did I miss that one?”
 
   “Because the instructor left out that detail at my behest.  Brent and the others on the ground will be using units from the first half of the Great War.  The tech we are giving to the invading recruits is several generations more advanced.  It’s the equivalent of fighting off an armored division with a slingshot.”
 
   “You’ve got this figured out from every angle, haven’t you?  You sure that using the Shard home world as the backdrop is a good idea?  Couldn’t you just have used any random world?  You know I’m not a superstitious man, but this seems in bad taste.”
 
   “That was the instructor’s idea.  Julia is a bit of a history nut.  Plus, she made the excellent point that no one would question the victory of the invading forces if it had already happened in the past.  If we used a random world and the defending forces are completely wiped out, someone might notice.”
 
   “You really have thought this out.  Oh, it is starting!”
 
   Nathan waved for Jack to be quiet.  Every trooper in the observation room was hanging on instructor Coudert’s every word.
 
   “ . . .let’s get this started!”  Julia’s last words started frenzy in the troopers.
 
   Suddenly the room went dark.  The monitors went dead along with the rest of the lights.  Terrified, Nathan groped around in the pitch-black space.  Jack grabbed his hand.
 
   “It’s okay; I’m still here.”  Jack said firmly.
 
   “What just happened?”  Unnatural calm quickly entered Nathan’s voice.  “Did I go blind?”
 
   “Unless we all went blind, I don’t think that’s it,” a trooper called out in the dark.
 
   “My pad’s dead, too!” another trooper called out from the shadows.  “The entire energy grid must be down!”
 
   “The doors aren’t working either.  I bet someone down in maintenance tripped over a cable or something.”  A female trooper tried to joke.
 
   “Is it me or is it getting colder in here?” a trooper asked aloud.
 
   The room was, in fact, getting very cold.  Nathan patted himself, trying to generate some heat.  The sounds of panic and chaos were the only sounds in the room.  The white noise of humming monitors and lights was absent.  Nathan imagined his breath fogging before him in the pitch black.
 
   “This isn’t good,” Jack whispered so only Nathan could hear.  “Life support must be down, too.”
 
   “That’s impossible!”  Nathan caught himself mid-sentence and joined in whispering.  “Life support has at least three redundancies and its own dedicated allocation in the mainframe.  The only way we could lose life support is if the main reactor blew.  And if that were the case . . .”
 
   “If that were the case, we’d all be eating vacuum.  But if that’s not the problem, what else could it be?”
 
   “I don’t know, Jack.  I used to be a researcher, not an engineer.  All I do know is this has got to be one of the worst days of my life.  Hang on . . . my pants are warm.”
 
   An odd sensation filled Nathan’s right side.  A slight heat was emanating from his pocket.  Reaching in, Nathan found his pad operational, a slight light and warmth oozing from it.
 
   “Well?” Jack asked, as he helped conceal the light from the troopers.
 
   “It’s a message from maintenance.  They’ve lost control over the entire mainframe.  They are getting vital systems back online manually.”  Nathan hunched over his warm pad.
 
   “Manually?  Is that even possible?”
 
   “Let’s hope so.  I don’t know about you, but I didn’t bring my winter wardrobe with me.”
 
   After a few more minutes of shivering, the lights came back on and heat returned to the observation room.  Everything sprang to life except the monitors.  The huddled troopers cheered between chattering teeth.
 
   “Looks like they’ve regained control.”  Jack stared happily at the lights overhead.
 
   “That’s not what they are telling me.”  Nathan was still hunched over his pad.
 
   “What’s the situation?”
 
   “They lost complete control over the mainframe, reactor, and distribution network.  All they’ve got is three percent of total processing power.  The power grid is coming back online, but they don’t know what went wrong.”
 
   “What is eating the other ninety-seven percent of our processing power?”
 
   “Your exam.  Do I get to say I told you so now?”
 
   “Impossible!  I checked with maintenance as soon as the good doctor allowed the exam.  Not all the recruits were linked up at the time but they estimated the total drain would only be an additional sixteen percent!”
 
   “Well it’s ninety-seven now.  The warm sensation we are feeling is thanks to the boys in maintenance.  They got most of the station running on manual now.  Remind me to give them all a week off.”
 
   “Well, if the exam is using up so much processor power, where is it?”
 
   Nathan looked up at the monitors.  Despite everything else having resumed its function, the monitors were still dead.
 
   “Maintenance says it’s still running, Jack.”  Nathan was dumbfounded.
 
   “How do they know exactly?”  Jack tried to sneak a peak at Nathan’s pad.
 
   “Let’s see, according to a Mr. Perkins they have a direct link to the exam through the mainframe.”
 
   “Well, tell them to patch it up here.”
 
   “He’s telling me they already did that.  They are getting nothing, too.  It’s eating processing power like there is no tomorrow but not showing anything for all its work . . .”
 
   A familiar hum interrupted Nathan.  The monitors were slowly coming back to life.  When fully operational, the monitors showed a massive planet.  It was an unnatural dull gray with even grid work covering its entire surface.  In orbit above the world were thousands upon thousands of ships, their bombardment lighting up the surface below them.  Brilliant green streams of light erupted from the planet below.  When the streams of light would cross a ship in orbit, the ship would burst into a crimson explosion.
 
   “Please tell me this is what you discussed with Miss Coudert,” Nathan pleaded, his eyes fixed on the image.
 
   “I don’t even want to guess what we are seeing.”  Jack’s voice sounded distant.
 
   “Don’t tell me.  This couldn’t be . . .”
 
   “A complete recreation of the final battle of the Great War.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sirens blared, lights flashed, and inaudible announcements flooded the PA.  Dante looked around, completely lost.  The instructor had said his group would be on the ground, defending against the invasion.  So why was he on an invasion ship readying his squad to drop from low orbit?
 
   “There you are!” Owen yelled at Dante from a descending lift.  “Do you have a clue what we are doing up here?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine.  Have you found anyone else?”  Dante yelled back.
 
   “Not just anyone, everyone!  From the looks of it, all of group C is on this ship.  We’ve got communications from other ships that all the other groups were on invasion ships, too.  As far as I can tell, there isn’t a single group on the ground.  So much for defense.  The others have already started dropping.  We’ve got to get down there.”  Owen rushed off the lift with ten strong looking troopers following closely.
 
   “Maybe our complaining got to the instructor,” Hiroko called to the two as she entered the drop bay with her group of ten.  “Perhaps she is controlling the defending forces below while we all invade?”
 
   The ship violently lurched.  Owen fell from the lift, his ten troopers dropping down behind him a bit more gracefully.  Dante was thrown to the floor plating.  The sounds of bending and twisting metal added a chorus to the flashing alarms.
 
   “If that’s the case, it looks like she is playing for keeps.”  Dante struggled to get back on his feet.
 
   “Group B has already dropped!”  Erin bolted through a hatchway, ten nimble troopers keeping step behind.  “Groups E and D are still prepping.  How are we looking?”
 
   The ship started to list to the right; the recruits had to stand at angles to keep from falling over. 
 
   “Not too good, I’d say.”  Hiroko was already ushering his group into a drop ship.  “I think that last jolt was our starboard thruster assembly taking a direct hit.  This ship is going down, and I’d rather not ride it the whole way.”
 
   Through transparent sections in the hull plating, the recruits watched as a nearby ship silently burst into crimson flames.  Small fragments of metal and charred bodies shot out from the broken hull.  As the flaming wreckage slowly fell to the planet below, another massive battleship descended to take its place, already unloading its warheads.  The bombardment of the planet didn’t miss a single beat.
 
   “You know, I think I’d just as well ride the ship down and fail this exam right here and now,” Erin whined as she followed Dante into an empty drop ship.  “I didn’t think the instructor would be this ruthless when she was talking back in the meadow.”
 
   A second violent lurch from the aft of the ship dislodged an empty drop ship.  Dante watched as it drifted into the firing arch of another battleship.  As his drop ship sealed and detached, Dante watched a warhead hit the empty ship, vaporizing it.  As the drop ships launched from the invasion ship, a massive stream of green light washed over its hull.  In an instant, the already wounded ship ignited into several explosions.  The chain reaction quickly raced along the hull of the ship.  When it reached the main reactor, what was left of the invasion ship was engulfed in a massive crimson fireball.  The green stream continued on, searching for its next victim.
 
   “We leave anyone on the ship?”  Dante sent a burst transmission to Owen’s ship.
 
   “Nope, we were the last; the rest should already on the surface.”  Owen’s response was garbled with static.
 
   The drop ships quickly rushed through the atmosphere, whips of flame lashing out from underneath.  Massive battleships completely covered the heavens in every direction.  Dante couldn’t separate the blast of the warheads from the flaming wreckage of the wounded metal giants crashing into the planet below.  The drop ship finally touched down on the ground with an odd clank.  The pressurized hatches to the ships popped off like champagne corks.  The recruits quickly filed out of the ships and assembled their training squads.  The sounds of exploding warheads and other weapons fire rang out like a symphony of chaos.
 
   “What is this stuff?”  Owen kicked his boot against the planet’s surface.  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   “It’s some type of metal,” Hiroko answered as her squad assembled.  “The entire world is artificial.  Our enemy built it near the start of the war.  Not a single organic life to be found on this entire metal ball.” 
 
   Overhead, a fireball flew over the horizon.  Like a shooting star passing through the night sky, another battleship crashed to the planet below.  The impact shockwave filled the sky in amber light, giving the appearance of an autumn sunset.
 
   “This is insane!”  Erin cringed.  “There’s no battle plan, no strategy!  How are we supposed to win this?”
 
   “All we have to do is take out the Citadel, right?” Owen shouted over a nearby explosion.  “I say we find it, blow it, and go home.  I don’t like this place; it gives me the creeps.”
 
   Illuminated by the amber glow of the smoldering wreckage, a single form stood on a nearby hill.  It was a small shadow on the gray slope.  The shadow waved its hands as it approached the four, shouting as it got closer.  Closely behind it were ten longer shadows keeping up in a neat formation.  Dante recognized him as a fellow member of group C.
 
   “There you guys are; we’ve been waiting for you!” the diminutive recruit yelled, his ten troopers easily twice his height.  “The other groups landed nearby.  We are assembling for a group effort.”
 
   “So much for testing how we command others individually . . .” Erin stopped dead in her tracks.  The sound of grating metal sent shivers up her spine.
 
   An inhuman howl from behind the recruits demanded their attention.  Approaching fast was some thing on three limbs.  It was a bright red against the dull gray metal surface.  Its howl crackled and hissed like a massive Tesla coil.  The screeching metal wailed as the tripod sped toward the troopers.
 
   “What is that thing?”  Hiroko tried to back away.
 
   “Whatever it is, I want it dead.”  Dante bellowed.  “Troopers!  Open fire!”
 
   Taking aim, Dante’s ten troopers starting blasting the approaching creature.  The beams of concentrated energy swiped at the creature but didn’t slow its progress.  Their impacts burned off the red coloring, revealing a metal as black as space underneath.  Several of the troopers dropped their rifles and switched to launchers.  As the ordnance of the launchers sped toward their target, they left behind small trails of smoke etching a path in the sky that resembled a massive claw closing in on the tripod.  The ordnance impacted the tripod, igniting it.  Despite the flames licking at the tripod’s every movement, its speed did not vary in the slightest.
 
   “It’s not stopping!”  Owen shouted as he gestured for his troopers to join in.
 
   Erin and Hiroko followed Owen’s lead, and all four groups of troopers opened fire on the tripod.  The massive volleys of charged light slammed against the approaching tripod.  Against the increased strength of their assault the armor of the central mass started to weaken and the smooth approach started to wobble.  With the concentrated firepower of all four squads, the tripod finally fell to the ground.  Due of the speed of its approach, the tripod continued to scrape along the surface of the metal hill with alarming speed.  As its momentum was robbed from it, the tripod slid to within inches of the recruits.  It had two large front appendages that were more blades than legs.  The blades were caked with dried blood.  The hind limb was a three-pronged claw, equally discolored with the red powdery material.  The three limbs combined into what was left of the thick center with a single large glowing sphere located between the two front limbs.  As the thing lay dying, the single sphere’s glow faded.  Realizing what gave the creature its red hue, Hiroko turned and vomited.
 
   “You actually survived one!”  The diminutive recruit had arrived too late to provide assistance.  “Three of those things ambushed group A after they landed.  Took out most of their troopers.”
 
   “How many troopers do we have left?”  Dante asked as he left the charged remains of the tripod.
 
   “With you guys, six hundred and twenty three.  Hey, wait a minute.  There are only four of you?”  The diminutive recruit was startled.
 
   “What do you mean only four of us?” Erin snapped.
 
   “We assumed Brent was with you.”  The diminutive recruit backed away from Erin.
 
   “You mean he’s not with you?”  Owen exchanged a worried glance with Dante.
 
   “No, the rest of the recruits are all accounted for.  We figured you five were the last to leave the ship.  Guess that makes it six hundred thirteen.”  The diminutive boy gestured for the four to follow him back up the hill.
 
   “What do you think could have happened to Brent?” Owen asked.
 
   “I don’t know, but I sure hope he didn’t run into one of those three legged monsters.”  Hiroko shuddered.
 
   As they rounded the hill, a massive encampment greeted the four recruits.  Hundreds of troopers formed a circular barrier around the encampment.  They each scanned the horizon, weapons drawn.  With the way the troopers’ weapons shook, it was easy to tell everyone was on edge.  Off in the distance beyond the camp, brilliant explosions lit up the surface of the world, each impact leaving craters and other distortions in the perfectly smooth surface.  The diminutive boy led the four to the center of the encampment.  A large tent had been hastily constructed.  Inside were dozens of recruits giving reports and looking over maps.
 
   “It’s about time.”  A tall female greeted them coldly.  “Those things keep harassing our position.  The longer we wait here the more of them show up.”
 
   “Dante of group C reporting.  We are the last of our group; we don’t know what happened to Brent.”  Dante saluted the woman.
 
   “Elisabeth Brooks, leader of group B.”  The young woman returned the salute.  “Who’s this Brent person?”
 
   “He was our leader.”  Dante stepped closer to the map Elisabeth had been studying.  “He wasn’t on the ship with us.  Do we have a plan of action?”
 
   “Beyond avoiding getting sliced to death by those nightmares?”  Elisabeth sounded endlessly frustrated.  “Not really.  The target Citadel is a little over a half mile to the north.  However, between this camp and the Citadel are about three thousand of those three legged death machines.  Most of them seem to be on patrol and haven’t noticed us yet.  I don’t know how much longer that will remain the case.  They are tough to bring down, and I doubt we could survive a run-in with one tenth that many.  I have no idea how our ancestors kept these monsters at bay.  Let alone won the Great War.”
 
   “What exactly are those things?” Owen interrupted.  “I hate to admit it, but my ancient history is a bit rusty.  I know next to nothing practical about the Great War.”  Owen stared expectantly at Hiroko.
 
   “Why do you all look at me whenever you need something explained?”  Hiroko sounded defensive.
 
   “Great, even she doesn’t know.”  Erin laughed.
 
   “I’ll have you know that I have read about the Great War.”  Hiroko’s tone was one of pride.  “I studied for years getting ready for these exams, not that it’s done me much good so far.  Those things out there are called Shards.  Dozens of specializations of those things during the Great War.”
 
   “Hold up.  Specializations?”  Elisabeth turned to face Hiroko.
 
   “According to the parts of the historical archives I could access, each Shard had a single purpose.  There were thousands of unique designs.  They were each created to perform one single function, everything from recon to artillery.  Those things that attacked us were most likely mêlée fighters.”  Hiroko looked a little green as she recalled the red hue.
 
   “That’s probably why it couldn’t fight back when we attacked it at range.”  Erin sounded optimistic.
 
   “Still, it took a lot to take down,” Dante’s voice was pragmatic.  “These Shards must be protected against their natural handicaps.  It took forty troopers to take one down.  Considering there are three thousand out there, I don’t think we can destroy enough of them before they close to mêlée range.”
 
   “What do you think Brent would do?”  Owen asked aloud.
 
   “Shush, Owen,” Erin hissed.  “This isn’t the time or the place.  This is the command exam, not the let someone lead for you exam.”
 
   “Right, and you have a brilliant idea?” Hiroko hissed back.  “Maybe you can make them all run away if you whine at them enough or scare them off with your bad attitude.”
 
   “Calm down,” Dante shouted at the two girls.  “Fighting amongst ourselves isn’t going to solve anything.”
 
   “It’s hopeless,” Elisabeth moaned.  “We’ve been thinking up strategies ever since we landed.  Each one of them is little more than a quick run to death’s waiting arms.”
 
   Owen joined Dante by the maps and started to study them.  Suddenly snatching the map, Owen started tracing imaginary lines with his figures.  Dante stared at him with a puzzled expression.  Owen burst into laughter.
 
   “He’s lost it.”  Erin sighed mockingly.  “The kid from the rim finally lost it.”
 
   “Brent did it!” Owen shouted gleefully.  “He saved us all!” 
 
   “What are you rambling about?”  Elisabeth sounded irritated.  “Isn’t he missing?” 
 
   “Dante, look at this, and this!”  Owen thrust the map before Dante and started pointing at the landscape.  “It’s the same!  It’s the same as before!  We can do this!”
 
   “Dante, what is he raving about?”  Hiroko tried to peer at the map.
 
   “I hate to say it, but Erin might be right.”  Dante feverishly followed Owen’s movements.  “Owen, I don’t see anything.”
 
   “It’s right there!  We’ve done this before!”  Owen was manic.
 
   Hiroko stepped up behind Owen and spun him around.  Firmly holding his head still, Hiroko pulled him close.
 
   “Owen.  Listen to me.”  She spoke slowly.  “You need to calm down and explain what you are talking about.  You are scaring the others.”
 
   “It’s the stealth exam, Hiroko!  Look for yourself!  Those things out there are on static patrol routes, just like the lights the instructor used!”
 
   Owen put the map down and traced the patrol loops of the tripods.  Just as Owen had said, they formed four distinct groups, each one patrolling a single facing.
 
   “That’s all well and good, but how does that help us?”  Erin was intrigued.
 
   “It means we just have to sneak past them.”  The look on Owen’s face showed his mind was already formulating a plan.  “We can reach the Citadel without engaging a single one of them!”
 
   “Hold it right there, all of you,” Elisabeth’s voice was loud and annoyed.  “First off, what are you all blathering about?  What do three legged death machines have to do with the stealth exam?”
 
   “You weren’t there, but Brent guided us through the search lights by crawling through the underbrush.  The lights passed right over us without knowing we were there,” Dante explained.
 
   “Perhaps that would work with an automated light, but these things are far smarter.”  Elisabeth shook her head disapprovingly.  “Plus, you might not have noticed, but this entire world is covered by metal plates, not a lot of foliage to hide in.”
 
   “Foliage is irrelevant.”  Owen wouldn’t back down.  “And those Shards are not necessarily any smarter than the lights.  If Hiroko is right, these things are designed with one thing in mind.  They are mêlée units, not recon.  I’d be willing to wager the tripods that have attacked this encampment were doing so because it was on their patrol route.  Otherwise why wouldn’t the other three thousand have already over run us?”
 
   “Maybe we are not that big a threat and they are ignoring us.”  Elisabeth took an angry step toward Owen.  “Or maybe those three thousand have standing orders to wait until an idiot like you does something really stupid before they wipe us out.”
 
   “Or maybe there is another instructor behind them.”  Owen took an aggressive posture against Elisabeth.  “Like the instructor who was watching the monitors, maybe there is something above the tripods directing their actions.  With the constant bombardment, maybe whatever is controlling the Shards hasn’t noticed the few missing tripods that attacked the encampment yet.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  Even if you are right we have no way to sneak past them.”  Elisabeth was still on the offensive.
 
   Without another word, Owen gestured for his troopers to assemble and stormed out of the tent.  Surprised by his actions, most of the recruits in the tent followed, including Elisabeth.  Owen and his troopers quickly ran over the hill back to the valley where his drop ship had landed.  The other recruits watched carefully as Owen reached the remains of the tripod.  Owen and his group were too far off to hear, but it was clear Owen was giving detailed instructions to his troopers.  Four of the troopers opened fire on the corpse with their rifles.  However, the glow from the rifles was far less intense than it should have been.  The other six started opening fire on the ground around them.
 
   “I think your boyfriend is crazy,” Erin quietly said to Hiroko
 
   After several minutes, the four troopers pulled off the two long blades from the corpse of the tripod.  The other six pulled at the ground and lifted the massive section of metal.  Turning the massive plate over, the six started blasting its edges.  The other four carefully placed the two blades on either side of the plate.  Turning the first blade so the sharp edge faced away from the plate, the four troopers aimed their weapons at the plate.  Owen had apparently ordered his troopers to reduce the power output of their rifles, turning them from weapons to welding equipment.
 
   After a surprisingly short amount of time, Owen had finished his project.  The large metal plate had been warped into a large bowl with two blades equally spaced within it.  With a great effort, Owen’s troopers flipped the bowl.  When they finished, it was apparent what they had created.  The flipping had transformed the bowl into a turtle shell of metal that blended into the surrounding plates.  The troopers easily slid the shell up the hill on the blade skids hidden underneath.  The shell moved almost silently, leaving only two small grooves behind it.
 
   “Crazy like a fox.”  Hiroko beamed.
 
   “Okay, so he’s good with his hands,” Elisabeth snorted.  “It’s still not going to fool anyone.”
 
   “Excellent job, Owen!”  Dante took a step toward the approaching squad.
 
   Dante offered up his hand to shake Owen’s.  However, Owen and his squad kept moving past the recruits gathered on the hill.  Giving Elisabeth a single defiant glance, Owen and his troopers started running down the opposing side of the hill.  Dante and the rest watched in amazement as the shell picked up speed as it slid down the hill.  As it reached the bottom, the troopers lifted it and gathered underneath it.  Owen and his entire group had disappeared inside the massive turtle shell.  The shell continued on its path.  Dante pulled out his pad and linked with Owen’s pad.
 
   “What do you think you are doing?”  Dante quickly sent to Owen’s crawling shell.
 
   “Brent saved my hide when my ident card set off the scanner,” Owen responded as the shell left the encampment.  “Brent showed me how to distract the instructor as we crawled under the brush.  Brent treated Hiroko’s wound when I panicked.  Brent pulled us all through a sandstorm while I blindly held onto Hiroko.  Brent switched doubles so we stood a chance.  Now it’s my turn.  For an entire day, I’ve been depending on Brent to pull my bacon from the fire.  I might not have thought up this plan alone, but I’m going to test it alone.”
 
   Every recruit gathered on the far edge of the encampment.  They all laid perfectly still as their goggles zoomed in on the turtle shell far off in the distance.  It had been fifteen tense minutes since Owen had left the encampment.  The shell was just now entering the far edge of the tripod patrol route.  It was the moment of truth.  A single tripod was bolting along the path in the distance.  Dante had kept an open link with Owen and sent a transmission warning him of the approaching Shard.  The shell stopped and held still.
 
   Dante groaned as he realized Owen was directly in the path of the approaching Shard.  The worked quickly to warn him, but it was too late.  If the shell moved now it would be spotted instantly.  The Shard closed rapidly with Owen’s mobile disguise.  It was too late now to do anything but hope the trick worked.  The tripod continued rushing toward the shell with increasing speed.  Just as the tripod was about to run into the shell, it swung one of its massive blades.  The blade sunk deep in the metal surface and stuck there.  Using the sunken blade as an anchor the tripod swung to the right.  Freeing the blade from the ground the tripod swung the opposing blade, lodging it in the ground.  Just as before, the tripod used the blade as an anchor and corrected its course back to the left.  Dante watched in amazement as the tripod sped off into the distance, back on its original patrol route.
 
   “I’m not dead and the metal scraping sound is getting quieter,” Owen sent a transmission to Dante.  “I guess it worked.” 
 
   “Like a charm,” Dante replied.  “We are already salvaging the other tripods that attacked the encampment and the three that attacked group A.  We’ll join you as soon as we can.”
 
   “Dante, I have a message for Elisabeth,” Owen sent back.
 
   “She is right here.  What do you want me to tell her?”
 
   “Tell her group C will take care of this.  She and the rest can watch idiots like us do something really stupid.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Brent rubbed his temples.  His head was throbbing.  He couldn’t remember ever having a headache before.  If they were all this bad, Brent knew he never wanted to have another.  A sudden burst of heat distracted him from his throbbing headache.  He looked up in time to see the shockwave run into him.  The force of the wave sent him flying like a rag doll.  He was knocked up and through some sort of hole in a nearby structure.  Brent crawled through the debris back to the opening he had just entered through.  He was in what looked like some kind of city.  Peering through the hole in the crumbling wall, he could see shattered towers and smaller buildings arranged in neat rows.  The sky overhead churned unnaturally.
 
   Instead of clouds, the sky was filled with countless square metal rectangles.  Blips of light would shine from them randomly.  Another blast of heat washed over Brent as the third building to his right exploded.  He realized those boxes overhead were battleships, and those blips of light were the launching of warheads.  They were bombarding the world, and he was sitting right in the center of a prime target.  He bolted through the opening and ran down the streets as fast as his legs could carry him.  The instructor had said he would be on defense, but Brent hadn’t expected this.  They were supposed to be testing his ability to command others.  If that was the case, where were his troopers?  Where were the other recruits?  Why was he completely alone?
 
   A warhead impacted the base of the skyscraper on the corner he was approaching.  The metal screamed as the tower faltered before falling listlessly to the ground.  The tower was coming down squarely on top of him.  He thought to run from the falling mass, but it was too massive; he would never be able to get far enough away.  He watched as fragments broke free from the falling structure and fell like missiles to the ground below.  All around him the metal chunks sliced into the surface.  Brent didn’t budge.  If this was the end, he wanted to see it all.  The mass was only feet away.  If he had jumped he would have struck his head against the falling metal.  He refused to blink as the crashing tower was about to slice into him.
 
   A giant metal blade thrust just inches above his head at the last instant.  The blade glinted in the sunlight, a red hue covering it.  A shiver ran down his spine as Brent felt three metal coils wrap around his midsection.  With a single movement, he was pulled out from the falling mass.  Brent looked up at his savior.  He did not find the face of a trooper or an instructor.  A single green glowing sphere looked down at him.  The figure pulled its blade out from the wreckage of the skyscraper.  With a loud grinding of metal, the wreckage collapsed.  The small space Brent had occupied a moment prior was gone in a spark of grinding metal.
 
   The coils unwound from his midsection and retreated into the central hub of his savior.  It was some sort of tripod.  It’s central mass was a sphere of a black metal he had never encountered before with three long limbs extending outward.  He couldn’t make out any joints or connectors.  The limbs simply seemed to extend out of the central sphere.  It stood at exactly his height, but the limbs joined the central sphere near the top.  Brent wondered how tall it could get if it could lower its limbs all the way to the base.  The front two limbs were massive curved blades of the black metal that glinted in the light.  The third limb was much thicker and ended in some sort of three pronged claw that dug into the metal surface of the world with ease.  It dawned on Brent that the thing must have used its two front blades to shield him while its third limb had dug into the metal surface of the world.  To be able to support the entire tripod and the weight of a fallen building, the hind limb must have been incredibly strong.  In the center of the sphere, in between the two front blades, was a churning glowing orb of green hued light.  It almost seemed to be floating within the black sphere.
 
   “Thank you.  I thought I was done for,” Brent thanked the tripod.
 
   In an eloquent motion the tripod bowed, lowering its central sphere toward the ground while it gracefully swept in its front two blades to from what looked like an “X”.  With a sudden jerk the tripod lunged at Brent.  Its third limb grabbed Brent forcefully as the tripod curled up into a ball.  The two blades shielded Brent as a surge of heat washed over the pair.  The force sent the curled up tripod rolling down the wreckage-strewn streets.  Shifting its weight, the tripod avoided crumbling buildings and additional impacts.  When its momentum ceased, the tripod unwound and released its passenger.  Brent’s side was bleeding badly.  Shrapnel had managed to penetrate the rolling tripod and had sliced his right side.  He pressed his hands against the wound, his face contorted in pain.  He struggled to accept it was only a simulation against the agony.
 
   Again the coils extended from its center sphere and picked up Brent.  With tremendous speed the tripod sped off toward the horizon.  The bombardment was focused on the city, and the tripod didn’t have to avoid incoming fire once it had left the city’s edge.  From high orbit the battleships had not noticed the single tripod escape the rubble.  Brent was amazed at the incredible speed of the tripod.  He couldn’t tell which hurt more, his side or his head.  Remembering the words of the instructor, Brent tried to convince himself it wasn’t real, that when the exam was over he wouldn’t have a scratch on him.  However, the reassurance that he wasn’t in any real danger did not stop his nerve endings from screaming with pain.
 
   Every now and then the tripod would thrust a blade deep in the surface of the world to alter its course.  It was fascinating to watch.  If his side wasn’t pulsing with pain, Brent might have even enjoyed the ride.  In the distance Brent could make out a single tower.  Its strong black surface reflected the lights from the warheads and the plummeting battleships encased in flame.  It resembled a massive Egyptian obelisk.  He knew he had never seen one in person before, but somehow he found the sight deeply familiar.  Somewhere deep inside him a sense of nervousness started to grow.  He realized the structure had to be the Citadel he was supposed to defend.
 
   As they got closer it reached higher and higher.  When they neared its base he could no longer see its top.  It seemed to extend on forever, an impossibly long spear standing firm against the battleships raining death upon it and the world it overlooked.  Etched in the shiny black surface were hundreds of grooves.  Green trails of light would flash along the paths, resembling electricity flowing through a massive circuit board.  Brent watched as a warhead impacted directly against the obelisk.  The green lights massed in the grooves at the impact point and channeled the heat and energy away from the Citadel.  When the light flash faded, the black surface didn’t have a single scratch or imperfection.
 
   Brent was suddenly aware that he was being watched.  As he looked around, he found countless tripods speeding along in neat formation.  Despite whatever direction they were headed in, their glowing orbs were focused squarely on him.  The tripod that was carrying him ducked into a massive opening at the base of the Citadel.  Hundreds of tripods were pouring out of the opening, and Brent’s tripod nimbly ducked and leaped between them.  The path they were on sloped down at a steep angle.  He wondered if the Citadel extended as far underground as it did into the sky.  Finally, his tripod ducked into a side passage and left the stream of tripods behind.  The passage quickly emptied into a large room.  Images of the battle outside circled the walls.  Brent couldn’t see any monitors or video equipment.  It was as if the images were living things floating through the air.  Every now and then a trail of that familiar green light would carve a path through the free-floating images, outlining their edges.
 
   “What’s this?” an artificial voice called out.  “There are no directives for prisoners to be taken.”
 
   Brent watched as the glowing orb of the tripod drifted upward and started shifting through random colors with varying intensities.  Apparently, the tripod communicated through light patterns.  The tripod gently rested him down on the ground.  The sudden movement sent a surge of pain through his right side.  Brent cringed and curled into a fetal position.  As the pain receded, he noticed a soft clacking sound getting louder.  A small black cone was approaching him.  It moved on two treads that made a clacking sound as the plates cycled over the floor.
 
   It stopped half a foot in front of Brent’s curled body and a bright green light enveloped the cone.  The green lights swam around it in random patterns.  He was so mesmerized by the swirling green lights that he almost forgot about the incredible pain in his side.  Brent realized with a start that the lights were drifting toward him and covering his side.  The cone seemed to draw the lights from the floor below and channel them onto his wound.  As the lights reached his wound, they extinguished.  After a few moments, the cone ceased channeling and returned to wherever it had come from.  The last few lights made contact and their glow extinguished.  As Brent sat up, he realized he wasn’t feeling any more pain.  Feeling the wound with his hand, he found only smooth skin.  Lifting his shirt, he couldn’t find a scar or even a scratch.
 
   “This Slasher informs me that it failed to protect you,” an artificial voice filled the hall.  “Do you want to destroy it yourself?”
 
   Looking up, Brent found the voice belonged to a massive mechanical squid-like creature in the center of the room.  Countless metal appendages reached out and tapped on the floating displays.  As the limbs moved along the images the tripods displayed mirrored the movements.  Brent was obviously in the command center of the defense force.
 
   “Destroyed?” he asked as he stood.  “Why would I want that?”
 
   “It failed you,” the voice rang out.
 
   Brent looked at the tripod.  It stood tall; not even a hint of fear was visible.
 
   “No, I don’t want to destroy it,” he called out to the metal squid.
 
   “Then I shall have it scrapped immediately.”  The voice was emotionless.
 
   “No you won’t.  I don’t want it destroyed by anyone.  It saved my life and I won’t allow it to be punished for that.”
 
   “But . . .”
 
   “No buts!  I am in charge of defense for this exam.  What I say is law.”
 
   “Exam?”
 
   “Never mind that.  The matter is settled.  Now, what is the situation?”
 
   “Your will.  Bombardment commenced seventy-one point five hours ago.  The organics rained their warheads on the Citadels.  However, the Nanalite armor repelled the assault.  Our defenses were prepared, no damage was sustained.”
 
   “Citadels?  Plural?”
 
   “Of course.  All six Citadels suffered no damage whatsoever.  After seven point three hours of pointless bombardment, the organics shifted to secondary targets.  They managed to wipe out most of our surface infrastructure.  However, even the mightiest of their weapons have failed to penetrate the surface deep enough to prove a threat.  Our subterranean facilities have only suffered a four percent decrease in efficiency due to the bombardment.  Four point seven hours later they started to send down ground forces.  Our defense screen has been weakened but has still managed to shoot down fifty-nine percent of the landing craft.”
 
   “What are their targets?”
 
   “All organic activity has been focused on the Citadels.  Their ranged weapons have proven ineffective against our armor, so they have been focusing on ground assaults.  Production was converted to Slasher Shards after the first ground attacks.  In the interim fifty-five hours the organics have launched seven hundred eighty-four massed assaults on the Citadels in varying number and tactics.  So far, all assaults have been repelled.  Minimal damage recorded.”
 
   “How many units have we lost?”
 
   “Eighty-one thousand six hundred twenty-one Slashers, fourteen thousand three hundred thirteen Seekers, six thousand two hundred forty-one Streamers, One thousand eight hundred fifty-nine Strikers, and five hundred seventy-four other various archetypes have been lost since the initial bombardment.”
 
   “How many troopers have we killed?”
 
   “Troopers?” the artificial voice asked slowly.
 
   “Organics.”
 
   “Seven hundred eighty-three thousand, nine hundred sixty-two organics no longer function.”
 
   Brent stumbled as the number sunk in.
 
   “Probability of defeat?”  Brent shook his head and focused.
 
   “Negligible.  Less than a point zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero . . .”
 
   “I get the picture.  How much longer can this siege last?”
 
   “Based our intelligence on the organics, taking into account their rate of bombardment and ground deployment, it has been estimated the organics had the capacity for seventy two hours of siege.  In point five hours from now, the organics will be completely out of resources.”
 
   “Three days.  They brought enough to duke it out for three solid days.”
 
   “What are your orders?”
 
   “Have the forces of the Commonwealth started retreating?”
 
   “The Commonwealth?”
 
   “The organics!  Have the organic ground forces tried to leave the planet?”
 
   “Negative.  The ground forces continue to fight on.  No signs of retreat or evacuation have been detected.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Your orders?”
 
   “Fortify.  In half an hour the troopers will be without support.  If they are going to make a move, it’s going to be soon.”
 
   “Your will.  Recalling forces to the Citadels.”
 
   “I want to check out the troopers, I mean organics, myself.”
 
   “Your will.  I will assign a Seeker to your personal disposal.  Do be careful.  An organic fights its fiercest when cornered.”
 
   Brent didn’t have to wait long.  Almost as soon as the squid finished speaking, a long, flat beetle-looking creature emerged from a pathway.  It had ten long thin limbs that quickly sped it along.  It had a low profile and was the same gray color as the rest of the world.  It was no doubt some kind of recon unit.  Brent approached it but could not figure out what to do.  Its back was smooth so he couldn’t ride it without slipping off.  There was no way he could keep up with it.  Scratching his head, he stared at the low, flat metal bug before him.  He placed a hand on the back of the Shard looking for any kind of groove he could use for a handle.  As he made contact, an image flashed in front of him.  Startled, he pulled his hand back.  As soon as he did, the image vanished.  Carefully touching the Shard again, Brent braced.
 
   When he made contact again, the image came back.  It was a topographical map of the local area.  He could make out the base of the Citadel and thousands of Slashers patrolling nearby.  On the edge of the map, a Slasher disappeared.  Brent wondered what had happened.  As he wondered, the map automatically focused on his point of interest and zoomed in.  A side display replayed the last few minutes.  The Slasher was on its patrol route when it suddenly changed course and sped off toward a pair of large impact craters.  As it neared the southern one, it increased its speed but then suddenly stopped transmitting.  Brent was sure the recruits had destroyed it.  He wanted to get to the craters as soon as possible.  Without warning, the Slasher that had saved his life picked him up again with its coils and sped through a doorway.  He watched as the Seeker easily kept pace.  As the tripod that cradled him was about to join the flood of Slashers, Brent pounded on the central hub above him.  The tripod stopped and easily shifted the glowing orb inside the black sphere toward its cargo.
 
   “We can’t go out that way!” Brent called up to the tripod.  “The troopers, I mean, the organics I want to observe are watching the Citadel.  It’s their goal after all.  If we leave that way they might spot me.  I can’t let that happen.  Do you understand?” 
 
   Suddenly the tripod lurched in a new direction.  With incredible speed and dexterity it flew through the Citadel.  The various rooms and chambers were all dark with things moving about the shadows.  With the speed of the tripod and the darkness of the rooms he couldn’t make out any details beyond an occasional glowing orb focused on him.  Eventually Brent and the two Shards emerged from the opposite side of the Citadel.  The tripod made a wide arc around the Citadel, giving as much space as possible to the two craters.  The tripod came to a rest inside a smaller crater to the northeast of their target.  Brent patted the central sphere of the tripod and smiled.  The tripod almost seemed to purr.  It sounded like an odd, rhythmic static.  The tripod took a low profile, scanning the horizon while Brent climbed to the edge of the crater.
 
   They were a fair distance off, but he could still make out an encampment, a single large tent in the center surrounded by organics watching the horizon.  Brent was shocked.  Had he just thought of his friends as “organics?”  Shaking his head, he blamed the stupid squid that couldn’t figure out that’s what he meant when he called them troopers or Commonwealth forces.  He could only make out crude shapes at this range and wanted desperately to be able to get a closer look.  As if answering him, he felt the Seeker rubbing against his leg.
 
   Hesitantly placing his hand on the Seeker’s back, he found he could see through its eyes – assuming it had eyes.  The Seeker focused on the encampment and zoomed in close.  As Brent moved his eyes from side to side, so did the Seeker; apparently it gave him complete control over what it saw.  When he wanted a closer look, the view zoomed in on the tent automatically.  It was easy to spot the recruits among the troopers.  Not only were their uniforms different, but the fear was easily readable on each recruit’s face.  Scanning from one recruit to another, Brent realized he didn’t recognize a single one of them.  Not one in the entire encampment was from group C.  Something else struck him as odd.  The troopers were intently watching the horizon, presumably on the lookout for any attacking Shards, but that was all they were doing.  The recruits weren’t discussing battle plans or rehearsing attack maneuvers, they were all just – waiting.
 
   “Could I see the map again?”  Brent asked the Seeker.
 
   Before he had even finished his question, the view changed to an overhead map.  He stared at the map, hoping for a clue of any kind.  He remembered the map replaying the events of the Slasher to the south.  He thought to ask how far it could rewind when the map started reversing.  As Brent watched the patrolling Slashers moving backwards, he realized the interface must respond to his thoughts.  He thought of the motion speeding up, and it obeyed.  He watched as the units moved backwards at quadruple speed.  At the accelerated rate he noticed something odd.  All the Slashers moved in perfectly straight lines.  They would speed along their assigned route, only turning at the edges of the route to begin another sweep.  However, the patrol nearest the encampment seemed to pulse.
 
   He wanted a closer view, and the map automatically zoomed in.  He watched as the Slashers would swing out of the way of large metallic bumps in the otherwise smooth surface.  Brent suddenly realized that the bumps were moving.  As soon as the Slasher had passed the obstruction, it would move forward.  He sat back for a moment and laughed.  The recruits were sneaking right under the noses of the Slashers.  He tried to tap on one of the Slashers, only to watch his hand wave pointlessly in the air.
 
   Remembering he had to think his commands, Brent focused on a random Slasher.  A second display popped up, listing the condition of the Slasher.  He looked through the information until he found a log.  It was a gruesome affair, filled with the brutal eliminations of countless troopers reduced to raw data.  Scrolling to the end of the log, he found it filled with dozens of similar entries.  “Path obstruction: Blast damage – corrected.”
 
   Brent smiled to himself.  The Slashers had assumed the warps in their path were caused by the orbital bombardment.  Not one of them had paused to investigate, and that annoying octopus inside the Citadel was completely oblivious to their approach.  For a moment, Brent considered ordering the Slashers to attack the recruits, to overrun the encampment, and complete his mission and the exam.  However, his hand subconsciously moved to his side.  He knew this was only an exam, but it felt real.  That small bit of shrapnel was an unbearable pain.  What would it be like to be sliced in half by a giant tripod?  Shaking the thought from his mind, Brent wondered how he could prevent the recruits from destroying the Citadel without harming them.  He thought to return to the zoom view, and the Seeker complied.  The metal domes were getting closer and closer to the Citadel.  A Slasher was approaching quickly.  The metal domes paused, waiting for the Slasher to pass.
 
   Brent wanted the Slasher to stop.  To his surprise, the Tripod slammed both of its blades into the planet and came to a dead stop.  Brent didn’t just control the view, he could control the Shards.  He mentally ordered the Slasher to stand in front of one of the “path obstructions” and not move.  He watched as the Slasher took the desired position and waited.  It took on a relaxed posture. He could almost imagine the hulking tripod taking a breather, catching its breath after hours of patrolling.  The metal domes froze; not one of them moved.  Brent burst into laughter as he thought of the tense moments he had endured under the watchful eyes of the stealth instructor.  Something was wrong.  Brent had heard his laughter all too clearly.  He suddenly realized the constant rhythmic bombardment had stopped.  The entire world was encased in a dreadful silence.  Brent wished he could talk to the annoying squid; maybe it would know what was going on.
 
   “How may I be of assistance?”  Brent could hear the voice of the metallic squid.
 
   “What is going on?  Has the seventy-two hours passed?” he asked aloud.
 
   Brent waited a few moments but no response.  He hit his forehead as he realized he had spoken his question.  The squid thing was talking to him through the seeker.
 
   “What is going on?” he thought his question.  “I thought I had half an hour.”
 
   “Half an hour?” the voice questioned.
 
   “Point five hours!  I thought I had more time until the seventy-two hours lapsed.”
 
   “You do.  There are exactly point three hours until the organics expend their resources.”
 
   “Then why have they ceased their bombardment?”
 
   “Unknown.  Perhaps our intelligence was incorrect, and they had less storage capacity than we estimated . . . Strange.”
 
   “Strange?  What?”
 
   “Seekers are reporting that the ships in orbit are jumping away.”
 
   “They recovered their troopers, err organics, already?”
 
   “Negative.  All organic ground forces remain on the surface and are continuing to engage our defensives.”
 
   “They are leaving them behind?”
 
   “Apparently.  Seekers are . . . Alert . . . unknown interference . . . command protocol lockdown . . . emergency override.”  The voice crackled and faded.
 
   Brent watched as the Slashers all ground to a halt.  Their glowing orbs shifted upwards.  One of the metal domes hesitantly lifted.  A recruit slowly emerged and pushed on the Slasher Brent had ordered to remain still.  The Slasher fell over.  The recruit looked up in the direction the Slasher had been staring and started shouting.  The other domes quickly flipped over, the recruits staring upwards in terror.  Brent shifted his gaze upwards as the view went dead.
 
   Glancing at the Seeker, he found it staring above the Citadel.  The Slasher in the crater was staring up as well.  The glow of its orb was brightening.  Brent stared into the sky.  The massive battleships in orbit had ceased their barrage.  The yellow lighting of the jump drives created an unsettling pulsing pattern in the skies above.  A shiver of fear raced down his spine – he had seen this before.  A lifetime of forgotten nightmares washed over him.  The dancing yellow lights were the jump drives of the departing fleet.  His eyes widened as overwhelming dread reminded him what was coming.
 
   The massive sea of ships parted, forming a void above the Citadel.  The void increased in size as the entirety of the fleet jumped away.  One by one, the massive battleships disappeared until the sky above was completely empty.  The all-encompassing shadow of night was broken by a single point of light.  A ship was jumping into orbit.  The tiny point slowly expanded, pushing the lightning outward in an unnatural square shape.  The rectangular stillness inside the dancing lightning continued growing to impossible size.  The massive window wrapped in the fluctuating yellow whips of energy finally finished growing over the Citadel.
 
   Slowly but surely, the bow of a ship emerged.  The wisps of energy lashed out at space as the behemoth slowly entered orbit.  The sight sent every hair on his body standing on edge.  He estimated it would take at least a dozen of the massive battleships stretched bow to stern to measure the radius of this new thing in orbit.  Brent could only imagine how much power it had taken to jump something so large.  A split formed down the center of the ship from end to end.  As the split widened, the serrated edges of the massive plates gave the ship the appearance of a massive maw opening to devour the planet below.
 
   It was all he could do to suppress the trembling as he recalled the razor sharp teeth from his nightmares.  The monster from his dream was no figment, and his imagination had failed to match the shear power of the real thing.  A brilliant blue glow escaped from the split and cast the entire battlefield in a warm, pale blue haze.  As the mouth opened further and further, Brent could make out a massive spinning sphere of blue.  His mind was too enwrapped by fear for him to even begin to guess what it was.
 
   The surface of the sphere undulated and surged violently as the opening massive maw slowly revealed more of it.  Thin translucent wisps of light seeped out of the massive maw high above the Citadel.  The ground under him started to shake.  Violent tremors ripped at the Citadel, but it remained firm.  Brent could hear collapsing structures in the distance.  The city he had started in was shaking into nothingness.  He couldn’t keep his balance as the shaking intensified.  Forced to his knees, he watched as the bay of the massive ship overhead opened completely.  Only the edges of the teeth remained visible as the blue sphere started to grow.
 
   The screaming of the troopers was drowned out by a steady hum.  The massive sphere of pure blue light hung listlessly for a moment in the sky.  Then with impossible speed, the blue sphere dropped from the sky.  The speed of its movement warped it into a gigantic, translucent teardrop.  The hum of the sphere had transformed into a wail.  Its speed increased as it raced toward the surface, melting its shape sharper and sharper until it resembled a long spear of pale blue light.  The wail cried out as the spear descended on the planet beneath, as if begging for forgiveness from those below.  The spear grew closer and closer.  The tremors pushed and pulled at the ground, giving it the appearance of a massive sea of metal quicksand.  The wail was deafening.  The tip of the spear collided with the top of the Citadel.
 
   In a brilliant flash, the mighty Citadel was gone, replaced by a massive wall of light.  Brent felt a wave of intolerable heat rush over him.  There had been no massive explosion, no crimson whips, or mushroom clouds.  There had been no sound at all.  One moment the world was full of life and sound; now only nothingness remained.  The world was being suffocated by silence.  In the distance, Brent watched as the wall of pure white rushed over the recruits and Slashers alike.  He knew everything beyond the wall was gone.  The emptiness rushed toward him.  He knew it was over.  The invading troopers were dead.  The defending Shards were dead.  They were all dead.  Brent forced himself to his feet.  He stood ready to face the wall of blinding light.  There was no way anyone could stop such a terror; the nothingness would consume the entire world.  As the wall washed over him, a single tear rolled down his cheek.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A stunned silence fell over the observation room.  Troopers exchanged glances, unsure what they had just witnessed.  A dull murmur grew in the silence.  The monitors were still brightly shining, a pure white light covering every inch.
 
   “Is it over?”  A lone trooper broke the silence.
 
   After a slight pause, faint laughter could be heard.  Several troopers had started laughing.  With the silence broken, the floodwaters were released.  The massive room burst into a calamity of cheers as their mutual anxiety was unanimously released.
 
   “I didn’t see that one coming.”  Nathan was still watching the brilliant white monitors.  “I know you didn’t want Brent to win, but seriously, Jack, was that necessary?”
 
   There was no response.  Nathan turned to find his friend staring blankly into the distance, more than a little pale.  Nathan waved his hand in front of Jack’s black stare.
 
   “You okay, Jack?”  He shook the Weaver.
 
   “That wasn’t planned, Nathan.” Jack’s voice was shaky.
 
   “What do you mean?  You told me all about your plan.  Wasn’t that it?”
 
   “What I discussed with Julia wasn’t anything like this.  The ‘recreation’ as she called it, was limited to the landscape.  The troopers were to fight on a metal world.  That was it.”
 
   “So the Shard . . .”
 
   “Weren’t supposed to be there.  None of it was.  No fleet overhead, no bombardment, and no armies.  Brent was supposed to be on the ground with a squad of Commonwealth troopers using outdated weapons along side two other groups of recruits.”
 
   “Could Miss Coudert have fleshed out the exam without you knowing?” Nathan asked, hoping for a simple solution.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  You’ve seen enough plays to know the work involved in creating them.  The entire world was active.  It would take months, maybe even years, to get that level of detail.”
 
   “I knew this was a bad idea.  We should have let the recruits rest in Medical.  No one has ever tried to link so many plays at once before.”
 
   “You honestly think this was a technical glitch in the 3Ps?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think.  Thirty seconds ago I was content in the knowledge that this was just another exam and that tomorrow morning everything would go back to normal.  The recruits would retake the standard exams.  They’d join the divisions and by the time the trials took place not a single person would remember these odd exams.  That boy is bound and determined to put me in an early grave!”
 
   “Brent?  You’re blaming him?”
 
   “Of course.  Yesterday I was blissfully decomposing in a wonderfully boring life.  He steps foot on my academy and all of a sudden I’m watching my life pass before my eyes every few hours.”
 
   Jack stared at his short friend for a moment and then laughed a single time.
 
   “You might complain, but I know you better than that, Nathan.  You are enjoying this.”  Jack chuckled as his demeanor softened.
 
   “I think you might want to have those abilities of yours checked out, Jack.  You’ve lost it.”
 
   “You don’t have to be a Weaver to tell.  It’s written all over your face.  ‘Blissfully decomposing’ isn’t the life for you, or me.  Didn’t you once tell me that life without risk is too bland to be enjoyable?”
 
   “Perhaps, but I’d rather risk my credits than my sanity.  I hope you learned something valuable from that . . . whatever it was – I’m sure it cost me a few years of my life.  That reminds me, I wonder how our little wager did.”
 
   “Not well, I’d imagine.”
 
   “Oh?  Why’s that?”
 
   “I can see your pad from here.  You’ve got an urgent message from Julia.”
 
   Nathan dug into his pocket, pulling out the half exposed pad.  There wasn’t a single message, but twelve.  Nathan bit his lip as he opened the most recent.
 
   “Well?  What’s our fair instructor want?”  Jack asked as Nathan read.
 
   “The poor thing is frantic.  At least I’m not the only one at a loss around here.  She doesn’t know what to do.  She’s already got requests from division leaders, other instructors, and even a few bookies wanting to know the verdict of the exam.”
 
   “Wait, just the verdict?” Jack asked with raised eyebrow.  “Don’t they want to know what we just saw?”
 
   “She says a few are curious, but most seem to take that we saw nothing more than one more strange exam on a day full of strange exams.”
 
   “I’ll be.  Besides Miss Coudert and the two of us, not one person has figured out we lost complete control.”  Jack laid back with a big grin.
 
   “I just want this day to end.  What should I tell her?”
 
   “Tell her to make sure it stays that way.  Have her make something up – doesn’t matter what really.  The recruits will have to take the real exams tomorrow, so all of this won’t matter in the end.  Just make sure no one figures out how badly we lost control.”
 
   “You’re satisfied with that?”
 
   “I have a feeling I’ll be able to answer any questions I have left soon enough.”
 
   Jack got up and stretched.  After a final survey of the room, he headed toward the doorway leading back to the rest of the station.
 
   “You’re leaving?”  Nathan turned to watch Jack leave.
 
   “I enjoyed the show, but I still have another part to play in our little drama,” Jack called back as he left the observation room.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   While the troopers were fixated on the white monitors, Cain quickly headed toward the lounge.  Scanning the room, he quickly sat at the farthest group of tables from the observation room proper.  The farther he got the better he felt.  As he sat at the farthest one, he felt a hand fall on his shoulder.
 
   “Think we could use these tables as a barricade if the troopers try to kill us?”  Daniel took a seat across from him.
 
   “So, I’m not the only one with a sense of impending doom?”  Ruth sat next to Cain, her eyes focused on the troopers still cheering.
 
   “I can’t reach instructor Coudert.  It’s only a matter of time before it dawns on someone.”  Cain was frantically watching his pad.
 
   “That we don’t have a clue if anyone passed that exam?”  Ruth was fidgeting anxiously.  “Someone is bound to put it together sooner or later.  How does this affect us?”
 
   “How can we know?”  Cain shrugged.
 
   “The terms of the exam were simple: destroy or defend the Citadel,” Ruth interjected
 
   “Okay, which one?”  Daniel rubbed his temples.  “There were six Citadels, not one.  Who was defending?  From what I saw everyone was an invader.  Does an act of god count in favor of the recruits or not?”
 
   “Act of god?”  Ruth was perplexed.
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I’ve never seen a ship like that.”  Daniel spread his arms as if encompassing the massive ship from the exam.  “Doubt there really is such a ship.”
 
   “There are a great many things between heaven and hell . . .”  Cain said with a smirk while still watching over his pad.
 
   “My guess is that the instructor intervened for whatever reason and ended the exam,” Daniel continued.  “Maybe she forgot to mention a time limit?”
 
   “So, the instructor intervened.  Does that help us or hurt us?”  Ruth ignored Cain’s aside as well.  “We have to come up with something.  We can’t just tell every trooper with a bet that instructor Coudert is the one who passed the exam.”
 
   “I swear, this job is too demanding.”  Daniel sighed.  “Even if we make a profit today, it won’t be worth this kind of anguish.”
 
   “Quiet, both of you.”  Cain waved the others silent.  “Coudert is responding.”
 
   “Well?”  Daniel asked after a tense silence.
 
   “I’m arranging for her to announce the results herself; no one is going to believe this otherwise.”  Cain was feverously tapping at his pad.
 
   Abruptly, Cain rose from the table and quickly ran to the observation room.  Ruth and Daniel followed closely.  The white monitors were shifting to a new image.  It was instructor Coudert, a tense expression on her face.
 
   “Shush!  It’s the instructor!” a trooper called out from the mob.
 
   “What’s she want?” another trooper shouted.
 
   “Good evening, troopers, division leaders, and my fellow instructors.”  Coudert’s peppy tone sounded forced.  “I’ve been informed that some of you are . . . interested in knowing how the recruits did on their last exam for the day.  Before the exam, I put the recruits into two teams.  The invading team was to destroy the Citadel while the defending team was to stop them.  Due to a . . . technical glitch, only one person was assigned to the defending team.  All other recruits were on the offensive.”
 
   “That’s one heck of a glitch,” a division leader shouted, knowing fully the instructor couldn’t hear her.
 
   “While the recruits were making excellent progress and handling their troopers well, another . . . glitch prematurely ended the exam before they reached their objective,” the instructor said as her smile wavered for a second.  “Apparently, another 3P was in the mainframe buffer and contaminated our exam.  A horror play about invading aliens mixed with our exam and created the end game we all witnessed.  While the Citadel was destroyed, it was not by the recruits.  According to the conditions of the exam, the recruits failed to destroy the Citadel, while the defenders succeeded in stopping them from reaching their objective.  Excuse me, defender.  That being the case, I pronounce recruit Brent as the sole person to pass the exam.”
 
   A clamor filled the observation room.  Some were excited while others were furious.  The troopers started shouting and arguing.  The division leaders solemnly stared at the monitors.  A loud clicking drowned out the noise of the troopers.  The image of instructor Coudert was snapping her fingers.
 
   “Now, now, let’s not lose ourselves.  Due to a number of complaints the Administer received over these new exams, he has decided to reinstate the standard exams.  Tomorrow the recruits will retake the standard exams, after they get a good night’s rest of course.  Think of today as a noble experiment,” Coudert once again sounded liker her normal self.  “Administer Bloom has told me to reassure you all that you’ll receive an additional day off as a way of expressing his thanks for your patience.”
 
   Cain quickly rushed back to the lounge.  Not waiting to see the reaction in the troopers, he barricaded himself at the farthest table, feverishly calculating payouts.  Daniel and Ruth followed suit, preparing themselves for the coming assault.
 
   “So, are we going to be enjoying D rations for a while?” Daniel asked as he eyed the doorway to the observation room.
 
   “Instead of pestering Cain, shouldn’t you be figuring it out for yourself?” Ruth’s voice actually sounded excited.
 
   “I trust him; always was the fastest.”  Daniel tried to relax as he waited for the results.
 
   “My friends, it has been an interesting day.”  Cain looked up from his pad.
 
   “And the title of master of the obvious goes to . . .,” Daniel joked.
 
   “However, whatever else it might have been, it has also been a profitable day.”  Cain smiled widely.
 
   “You mean it?  Seriously?”  Ruth couldn’t contain her excitement.
 
   “We took a bloodbath over Brent’s victory, but all in all, we actually made a profit,” Cain reassured Ruth.
 
   “How much profit?”  Daniel asked hesitantly.
 
   “Enough that Reggie won’t be forced to enjoy D rations.”  Cain smiled.
 
   Daniel visibly relaxed while Ruth raised a confused eyebrow.  Cain patted her shoulder reassuringly as the first troopers started pouring into the lounge.  The demeanor of the trio changed.  The idle banter ended and they focused on the task at hand.  As the first troopers reached the tables, the bookies were all business.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9: Weavers
 
   Brent rubbed at his eyes.  Through squinting and constant blinking, he could make out traces of detail in the blinding white.  Slowly the contours filled in, and shading filled the world around him.  As his eyes adjusted to his environment, he realized he was back in the room in Medical.  The 3P sat beside him, pitch black and inactive once more.  Brent raised his hand to his cheek.  A thin vein of moisture lingered on his right cheek.  The door to his room burst open, and a man in white gestured for the recruit to stand.  Grabbing Brent’s arm, the man led him out of Medical.  As the two passed room after room, he noticed that none of the other recruits were being taken from their rooms.  Several were already deep in enviable slumber.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” Brent asked the man in white.  “I thought the exams were over.”
 
   “You’re a Weaver,” the man responded curtly.
 
   Not bothering to ask any more questions, he followed calmly.  If the man in white’s bedside manner was half as rough as his grip, Brent was glad not to need any treatment.  When the pair entered the waiting room, the man in white abruptly released his arm and vanished back into Medical.  For a moment Brent just stood in the waiting room as he thought.  His mind still raced with the images he had just witnessed.  In the aftermath his mind was melting the reality and the dream into one terrifying whole.
 
   Shaking his head, Brent decided to push the memories to the side for the moment.  Apparently he wasn’t finished yet, and standing idly in Medical all night wasn’t going to help matters.  The waiting room was completely empty; not even the receptionist was there to give him some company.  Reaching into his pocket, he removed his pad.  It had been a long day, and for the first time he could remember, Brent was actually looking forward to sleep, nightmares and all.  It hit him that the division leaders back in the mess hall had said he was already assigned.  Somewhere on his pad must be the location of where he was to sleep that night.
 
   After a few minutes of pointless searching, a message flashed on the screen.  He was to report for “assessment.”  The pad gave a location, but Brent couldn’t decipher its meaning, nothing but a long string of abbreviations and numbers.  Without the receptionist, he had no choice but to start looking for someone, anyone, to point him in the right direction.  Brent wandered out of Medical and down the hallways.  After a few minutes, he was completely lost.  The hallways were deserted and they all liked alike.  Looking down the connecting hallways, he couldn’t make out any distinguishing features.  Even if he managed to stumble across the room by chance, there was no way for him to know it.  Brent approached the nearest doorway and studied it intently.  He noticed something etched above the doorway.  It was only a minor indentation that blended into the surface around it almost perfectly.  No matter what angle he took, he couldn’t make out what was etched above the doorway.
 
   Again, Brent checked through the pad.  No map, no directions, not even a hint.  He raised his hand to throw the pointless pad when he noticed something.  There was a slight glow on the edge of the screen.  He slowly moved the pad toward the glow.  In bright shining outline was a familiar string of letters and numbers.  Brent looked around the pad to find he was staring at the etchings.  Apparently, holding the pad in front of them was the trick.  He ran to the next doorway.  The letters were the same, but some of the numbers changed.  Running down a connecting hallway, he found the numbers remained constant while the letters changed to new abbreviations.  Working out a rough framework in his head, Brent ran down the hallways in what he guessed was the right direction.
 
   After a few wrong turns and a few revisions to his understanding of the station layout, he actually found the doorway with matching markings to the location on the pad.  Brent smiled to himself as he entered the room.  The room had eleven other boys already in it, all of them standing together in the back of the room.  The opposing wall was a clean, smooth surface that seemed to glisten.  Five rows of four chairs were arranged so each could see the shining surface.  The boys were all wearing the same shiny black uniform.  It was of the same style as the one worn by the tall man who always seemed to accompany Administer Bloom.  A plump one noticed Brent and walked toward him.  The boy’s face seemed to contort unnaturally, as if he had just eaten something very sour.  Brent felt a surge of fear at his approach.  As the boy got closer, the sense of danger increased.
 
   “Listen.  Don’t tell the instructors nothing.”  The fat boy chewed his words as they left his mouth.
 
   Brent found he could not answer.  His lips trembled but would not form words.
 
   “Whatever you can do or sense, don’t tell nobody nothing.”  The fat boy finished with emphasis.
 
   Another boy quickly approached and tapped the fat boy on the shoulder.
 
   “Knock it off.”  The second boy talked quickly, slurring his words a tiny bit.  “The instructor will be here any minute.  You don’t want to make her cross do you?”
 
   “I won’t upset her,” the fat boy said as his face returned to normal.  “We got a good thing going, Jamie.  Just don’t want some new guy to mess things up.”
 
   “Fine.  Look, you listen here, new kid.”  Jamie tapped Brent’s shoulder forcefully.  “We have a code among us Weavers.  You don’t tell the instructors what you can do.  You don’t describe what you hear, feel, smell, or . . . or however you do it.  And most importantly, you don’t screw with the teacher.  It won’t be good for you if we lose this one because of you.”  Jamie quickly finished his speech and pulled the fat boy back to the main group.
 
   The boys had left before Brent could respond.  Feeling his mouth, he found it was no longer trembling.  In fact, he felt no fear at all.  He was unsure why he had been so worried in the first place.  A single fat boy in a strange uniform was certainly no greater threat than what he had already gone through today.  All he knew for sure is that whatever a Weaver was, they all wore the shiny black uniforms.
 
   At once, all the boys rushed from their group to the chairs.  As Brent headed toward the nearest of the vacant chairs, a doorway slid open to the left of the gleaming wall.  As he reached his seat, a figure entered the room.  She was a bit on the tall side with long, blond hair.  Her uniform seemed a little tight as it hugged her oversized proportions.  After the initial shock wore off, Brent found himself wondering how such a slender frame could support something so top-heavy.  He understood why the others didn’t want to lose this instructor.  The other boys were practically swimming in their own drool.
 
   “Good evening, everyone.”  Her voice was as soft as her curves.
 
   “Good evening, instructor” the other Weavers replied in unison, like a pack of trained animals responding to a cue.
 
   “There is a new member of our little club with us today, isn’t there?” the instructor asked sweetly.
 
   The other Weavers stared at Brent with venom in their eyes.
 
   “Welcome to our group, mister . . .” the instructor trailed off.
 
   “Brent,” a gruff voice said from beyond the doorway.  “The name of the newest Weaver is Brent.”
 
   A tall man entered the room, a look of disgust on his face.  Brent recognized him as the man who had hung around the Administer.  Given his shiny black uniform, he had to be one a Weaver as well.  Although, Brent was still puzzled about what exactly that meant.
 
   “That will be all for now,” the tall Weaver addressed the buxom instructor.  “You’ll find you have a new assignment from now on.  Please get the details from the Administer’s secretary.”
 
   With a bit of surprise and a polite bow, the female instructor left the room, and the doorway slipped shut behind her.  The young Weavers in the class were obviously upset.
 
   “I am Jack Davis,” the tall Weaver said indifferently.  “And from now on I will be your instructor and trainer.”
 
   Turning to the glistening surface, the new instructor tapped on the wall.  Immediately, the wall shifted to a solid black and displayed several lesson plans and progress reports on the Weavers in the class.  Brent noticed the plump Weaver who had confronted him was staring intently at the new instructor.  His face was contorting even worse than before.  The tall Weaver continued to study the wall, apparently oblivious to the scorn of the students.  Suddenly, the fat boy lurched back in his chair.  All of the other boys instantly turned to stare.  The boy was cringing in fear, pressing himself to the back of his chair in a desperate attempt to increase the distance between him and the instructor.  Brent noticed a puddle forming under the boy’s chair – he was wetting himself.
 
   “That will be the last time any one of you try that again.”  The man addressed the Weavers without turning from the large screen.  “I’m not some cute eye candy to placate you.  I am a Master Weaver.  That means I know more about you than you do.  I know what you are going to do before you do it and am not afraid to stop you.  From this point forward, none of you will use any of your Weaver abilities without my permission.  Is that clear?”
 
   “You can’t do that!” one Weaver shouted.
 
   “We need to practice.  How else will we improve?” another Weaver muttered.
 
   “Arrogant and stupid,” the tall man said in complete disgust.  “What are they teaching you these days?  You will practice and train, but only in my presence.  If these outlines are really what they are teaching you, you’ll learn more in one session with me than an entire year listening to this garbage.”  The man waved his hand, and all the information on the screen disappeared, replaced by large red letters that spelled out “Erased.”
 
   “Can an instructor do that?” a Weaver asked aloud.  “Isn’t it against the rules to alter the materials?”
 
   “Firstly, you will all call me Weaver Davis.  Not instructor, not trainer, and never teacher.  Secondly, you are now mine.  Whatever the military procedures say is now irrelevant.  If I order you to get up in the dark of the night and do laps in your underwear, you will do so and do it without question.”
 
   “What about history and theories . . . Weaver Davis?” a Weaver asked in a hushed voice.
 
   “Garbage.  Instead of actually training you, they lecture you on their beliefs of how you came to be.  There are only three things you need to know besides the training you will receive from me.  Number one, Weavers can’t read minds.  You can sense what people feel, but that’s it.  It’s your interpretation of those emotions that makes it look like you can read minds.  Never fool yourself that you know more than you do.  Overconfidence will get you killed.”
 
   Davis gestured at the fat boy cowering in his chair.
 
   “Number two, Weavers can only influence what is already there.  As some of you have already figured out, despite the drivel they teach you, Weavers can alter emotions.  You can strengthen and weaken emotions.  Make a brave man quiver in fear, or a coward charge headlong into battle.  However, that emotion needs to be there before you can do anything.  If a person is charging in a blind rage, there is no fear for you to exploit.  Never count on your abilities being a substitute for the rest of your combat training.”
 
   Several of the more out of shape young Weavers shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “Number three, Weavers cannot make permanent changes,” Davis continued.  “How many people you can alter, for how long, and to what degree are all based on personal factors, so each of you will have different capabilities.  But no matter what you can do, be aware it will wear off.  Some of you will be able to take a speck of worry and turn it into full-blown fear, but only for a few moments.  Others will be able to increase some emotions only slightly but for long periods of time, perhaps enough to calm down a diplomat long enough for him to deliver a lengthy speech.  Learn your limitations and how to use those limitations for the greatest effect.  Keep these three things in mind and you will be more prepared than any Weaver who’s memorized every theory or history of Weaver development.”
 
   “But . . .” the hushed Weaver persisted.
 
   “Let me put it like this.  You are face to face with an enemy combatant.  He has a weapon pointed at you, and you are unarmed.  Which is more useful to you at that moment?  Knowing the exact date of when the first Weaver was discovered and his mother’s maiden name?  Or that you will have exactly fifteen seconds after you destroy his resolve to escape before he regains the will to kill you?”  Davis asked rhetorically.
 
   Weaver Davis nodded to himself in victory at the silence of the class.
 
   “I’m canceling today’s session,” he said authoritatively.  “We will all start fresh tomorrow.  It has been a long day for some of you, and all of you have a lot to take in.  Take the rest of the day to enjoy your life as it has been, for tomorrow it ends. One final thing.  Your Weaver training will now be the most important part of your life.  As such, having Weaver training at the end of the day is counter productive.  Starting tomorrow, you will all be here two hours before your normal training starts – unless I tell you to get here earlier,” Davis added before leaving the room.
 
   The Weavers all groaned and immediately started griping to one another.  As the Master Weaver left the room, Brent decided that he liked him.  He was looking forward to tomorrow morning.  A thought occurred to him.  Standing tall, Brent approached the plump Weaver.
 
   “You were manipulating me,” he said in a calm tone.  “I won’t let that happen again.”
 
   “Really?”  The plump boy stood.  “You don’t know your place here.  Perhaps you just don’t know nothing at all.  Let me give you a lesson myself!”
 
   The plump boy’s face was contorting again.  Brent braced.  He fought back a smile when he noticed the moist pants of his opponent.  The contortions were the worst Brent had yet seen.  He waited, but surprisingly nothing happened.  He felt exactly the same.  Relaxing, he noticed the plump boy was still straining.
 
   “Guess there isn’t anything for you to work with.”  Brent turned to leave the room.
 
   Suddenly his hands clenched into fists.  All consuming rage filled him.  Without any warning, Brent moved to strike the nearest Weaver, anger fully enveloping him.  As he was about make contact with the Weaver, Brent realized he was being manipulated again.  He fought against the anger in his mind.  The Weaver he was about to attack jumped to his feet and backed away as Brent froze in an internal battle of wills.
 
   He could imagine the plump boy’s face continuing to distort as he resisted.  These boys were all disgusting and needed to be put to death.  Brent’s mind filled with momentary clarity.  He knew he didn’t really believe that.  This wasn’t the first time something tried to turn him into a murderer.  His answer was still no.  He would not allow others to twist how he thought ever again.  With new resolve Brent fought to hold himself back.  The anger increased and demanded bloody action.  Every muscle in his body tensed.  As the battle grew more intense, his body felt as if it was ablaze.  His muscles started to ache and cry out for relief, but still Brent resisted the anger.
 
   “Philip!”  Brent had to strain to place the voice as Jamie’s.  “What do you think you are doing?!  That Weaver just told us not to use our abilities!”
 
   “He started it.”  Philip’s answer sounded labored.
 
   “Well, knock it off.”  Jamie sounded bored.  “I’m not going to have a Master Weaver mad at all of us because you couldn’t control yourself.  Now stop playing, make the new kid do whatever you need him to do to make yourself happy, and let’s hit the observation deck.”
 
   There was no response from Philip.  Mustering all his internal resolve, Brent forced his legs to move.  Slowly but surely they responded.  He forced his body to turn to face his attacker while the assault pressed him to strike out.  Philip’s face was starting to turn a sickly purple color.  It was starting to dawn on Jamie that his fat friend wasn’t playing around.  A nasty grin tugged at Jamie’s mouth as his left eye squinted.
 
   Suddenly, a tremendous new surge of rage engulfed Brent.  As if of their own volition his hands started to ball back into fists.  Slowly, he started to turn back toward the Weaver Philip had first intended him to strike.  The only thought in his head was a blind rage focused entirely on the Weaver.  The image of him ripping the boy apart, limb from limb, flashed before his eyes.
 
   “Okay, you’ve both made your point.  Call him off.”  The Weaver Brent was facing down was dripping in sweat.
 
   “Aw, don’t worry.  We won’t let him hurt you.  Much.”  Jamie laughed.
 
   As Brent edged closer to the terrified Weaver, the image of his shadowy double rending flesh back in the mess hall came to mind.  He refused to let his will be controlled by others, be they boys called Weavers or voices in his head, or unfeeling metal squids.  Focusing everything he had, Brent forced himself to stop moving.  Turning, he faced the two boys.  The plump one was a deep purple, and the tall one’s eye was twitching rapidly.  Brent could feel the rage they were forcing on him; it gnawed at him like an animal.  He took two labored steps toward them and placed his shaking hands on their shoulders.  Moving his head between them, he whispered.
 
   “You are manipulating me.  I won’t let this happen again,” Brent spoke through gritted teeth.
 
   Philip fell to the floor, seemingly unconscious, while Jamie rubbed his eye.  The rage vanished as quickly as the two stopped working on him.  Every muscle in Brent’s body relaxed.  He struggled to keep his balance while his legs went rubbery.  Triumphantly, he headed toward the exit, hoping to leave the room before he collapsed himself.  Brent was so focused on reaching the hallway he didn’t notice the murmuring of the other Weavers, each one realizing what had just happened.  The doorway seemed to move farther away with each step he took.  Finally it opened for him.  The last couple of steps to freedom were harder than all those before.  As it sealed behind him, Brent collapsed to the floor, panting.
 
   “Looks like you’ve got some potential.”  A gruff voice greeted him.  “However, you need to keep a handle on that anger of yours.”
 
   Struggling to look up, Brent found an outstretched hand.  As he was helped to his wobbling feet, he realized it was Weaver Davis giving him the assistance.
 
   “Neither of those boys have an ounce of talent with anger, and yet look what they did to you.”  Weaver Davis helped Brent keep his balance.
 
   “What do you mean?”  His strength was slowly returning.
 
   “Philip J. Rollins, second tier Weaver.  His specialty is fear and panic.  James H.  Turner, third tier Weaver.  He works best with paranoia.  Neither have even a trace of talent with anger.”
 
   “So Weavers can manipulate more than their specialty.”
 
   “Of course they can.  However, it’s like a great painter trying his hand with construction.  With his paintbrush in his area of expertise, he can create magnificent works of art.  Meanwhile, any structures he made would be crude and likely fall apart as soon as he stepped away.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why I feel like I’ve been beaten with a hammer,” Brent joked.
 
   “To produce such useless Weavers, the military has some odd ideas on how they should be trained.  At least this won’t happen again.”
 
   “If you feel so strongly about misuse of power, you could have stopped them.”
 
   “Would you really have wanted that?” Davis asked skeptically.
 
   Brent paused for a moment.  He wasn’t sure how to respond.  The experience had been a difficult one, but he had learned from it.  He would never let anyone manipulate him again.
 
   “Perhaps not,” he said at last.  “Oh, do you know where I’m assigned?  My pad tells me I’m assigned, but not where I’m assigned.”  Brent had regained enough strength to stand on his own.
 
   “Of course.  Let me see your pad for a moment.”  The smallest trace of a smile pulled at Davis.
 
   He watched as Davis quickly worked at the pad.  In only a few moments, the Weaver had found what Brent had searched all day for.  Taking the pad, he read the information twice to make sure he hadn’t misread it.  Finally, he would be able to rest.  At least, he hoped so.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cassandra!  Wait up!”  Cain shouted as he ran down the hallway.
 
   Pausing, the hulking armored figure turned.  It was always easy to track down Cassandra; she was always in full armor.  Normally, troopers only wore it for trials and certain training exercises, but Cassandra never took hers off.  It was a large bulky affair that completely hid all her features.  She even wore it with the face shield up even though there was no harmful radiation inside the station.  The golden reflection hid her face completely.
 
   “Did you enjoy the show?”  Cain panted as he caught up with the girl.
 
   “It certainly was unique.”  Cassandra’s voice was a strange muffled thing as it passed through the armor.  “Wonder if anyone will bother to watch tomorrow’s exams.”
 
   “I’m sure a few will.  Besides the division leaders, there are always a few diehards who never miss exams.”
 
   “Good news for you, I’m sure.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “More people for you to fleece.”
 
   “I’m hurt.  I thought we had outgrown simple stereotypes.”
 
   “Cain, you are a stereotype.  I’m sure after you finish here you’ll move on to a career of selling magical cure-alls to ignorant rim worlders.”
 
   “Who said I don’t already?”  Cain smiled and winked.
 
   “Is there something you want from me?”  Cassandra chuckled despite herself.
 
   “You’ve got it all wrong; I’ve got something for you.”
 
   Cain placed a pad in Cassandra’s armored hand.
 
   “Don’t tell me you want to gloat?  Let me guess.  I’ll find a complete record of your profits for today.”  Cassandra didn’t even glance at the pad.
 
   “Come on, am I really that bad?”  Cain realized he had been rhetorical as the golden faceplate stared at him silently.
 
   “Fine, fine,” Cain grumbled.  “I get the point.  I know you detest my side job, and I tend to rub your nose in it from time to time . . .”
 
   “Time to time?” the muffled voice protested.  “You make it sound so rare.”
 
   “Anyways, that isn’t my pad, and I’m not trying to gloat.  I’m returning it to you.”
 
   “Returning it?”
 
   As Cassandra brought the pad before the faceplate, her other hand reached into a compartment, presumably where she thought her pad had been.
 
   “When did you . . .,” Cassandra asked while studying her pad.
 
   “This morning.  When you grabbed my pad I grabbed yours.”  Cain smiled.
 
   “Forget magical cure-alls; you’re already a pickpocket!”
 
   “Please, like it takes any skill to snatch a pad from a pocket you can’t even feel.”
 
   “Regardless, what have you been doing with it?”
 
   “Well, as you know, I’m not allowed to place any bets on the exams, a conflict of interest.  I know all the odds, so I have an unfair advantage.  However, there is nothing that says I can’t place bets for my good friends.”
 
   “I don’t make bets with you; I never do!”
 
   “True enough; however, today you just couldn’t resist!  After Administer Bloom put down such a healthy wager, you felt compelled to place one yourself.”
 
   “I see.  How much did I wager?”
 
   “Not as much as the Administer for sure; we don’t get paid that well.  Pity that we don’t get paid until the end of the week; a few extra creds would have been nice.”
 
   “Cain, how much?”
 
   “To tell you the truth, I was surprised.  The way you pinch and save your creds I would have thought your account would have been bursting at the seams.”
 
   “Cain.”
 
   “Check your balance.”  Cain grinned
 
   “Twenty thousand?”
 
   “As it turns out, that Brent kid managed to pull it off.  An untrained rookie was the only one out of a hundred to pass each and every exam.  Of course, I took a conservative cut of the profits.”
 
   “There isn’t a conservative bone in your body.  How much did you take?”
 
   “Enough.  Don’t sweat the small stuff.  You’ve got quite a windfall on your hands.”
 
   Cassandra calmly put the pad back in its proper place.  With a single swift motion she grabbed Cain by the neck and lifted him off the ground.
 
   “Normally I tolerate your tomfoolery, Cain, but you’ve crossed a line.  Maybe you would have made good if you’d lost my credits, maybe not.  Regardless, if you ever stick your nose where it doesn’t belong again, I will personally remove it from your face.  Do I make myself clear?”  Cassandra’s voice was cold as ice.
 
   “Crystal,” Cain gasped.
 
   She released him, and Cain fell gracelessly to the ground.  He knew Cassandra had a temper, but he hadn’t experienced it personally before.  He’d seen the remains of troopers who had upset her carted off to Medical.  Still, the odds had been too good.
 
   “One more thing, Cain,” Cassandra shouted as she walked off.
 
   “Yes?”  Cain coughed.
 
   “Split your winnings with the kid.”
 
   Cain wasn’t sure which had been more painful, nearly choking to death or knowing he would have to give up credits.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Weaver Davis had given him the location of his new home and pointed him in the right direction.  Walking down the corridors, Brent would occasionally check the glow of the etchings.  Now that he had an understanding of the layout of the station, he was confident in his ability to find his way around alone.  Naturally, the hallways were starting to fill with troopers, now that he didn’t need their assistance.  However, as Brent progressed, he found he longed for the empty hallways – they hadn’t stared at him.
 
   Some troopers would stare as he passed while others would make double takes as it dawned on them who he was.  Apparently, the guys in maintenance weren’t the only ones watching the exams.  A group of girls would giggle, a couple of guys would snort, others unsuccessfully pretended to ignore him, and some just outright stared.  All in all, it was more annoying than flattering.  Brent quickened his pace, eager to get away from the troopers.
 
   The worst part was he had no idea how to respond.  Should he acknowledge their stares or ignore them?  Should he smile warmly or glower at them?  All he knew for certain was he didn’t like the attention one little bit.  Brent couldn’t reach his destination fast enough.  He almost shouted for joy when he came to the doorway matching the location Davis had given him.  As the door gracefully slid open, the second largest room he could remember ever seeing greeted Brent.  Only the monolithic mess hall could compete with its size.
 
   It was easily as large as the forest of the stealth exam had been.  The massive room was filled by dozens of troopers.  Some were sparring or training diligently, but they were in the minority.  Most were relaxing and chatting with friends.  Brent even recognized a few 3Ps.  A slight shudder raced down his spine at the memories of the last exam flashed back for a moment.  He entered the massive room but kept near the doorway.  He hoped he could make it to a bed before anyone realized who he was.
 
   There were five arches on the opposite wall.  Brent could make out bunks lining the walls down the hallways beyond the archways.  The bunks looked awfully inviting; years of shunning sleep made his first desire for it all the more powerful.  He quickly scanned the room looking for those in charge.  If anyone knew where he was sleeping, it would have to be the division leader.  It took him a while to study all the troopers, but eventually he found the trooper with the gold emblem of a division leader.  He was standing with his back turned toward Brent in a group near the corner of the room on the right.  They were having a heated discussion.  As he approached, Brent noticed the others had silver emblems.
 
   “Not one lousy recruit.”  He recognized Humphrey’s mumble.  “We are doomed.  The other divisions are going to walk all over us on the next trial – again.”
 
   “This is all your fault!”  That voice belonged to Rhea, the girl who bugged Humphrey back in Medical.
 
   “My fault?  How exactly do you figure that?”  Humphrey’s voice never reached the volume of normal speech, even when he was shouting angrily.
 
   “Obviously, your petty nature and freaky mumbling scared off the recruits you were leading around!”  Rhea’s voice however shouted quite loudly.
 
   “Right, and what about you?”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “I guess the reason none of the recruits you showed around joined up with us is because they felt they weren’t good enough to join your division?”
 
   “Now calm down, you two,” an unfamiliar male voice commented.  “The divisions in our grade rarely get new recruits.  We are all equally matched and stand just as much chance as anyone of passing the trial.”
 
   “Equally matched?” Humphrey mumbled sourly.  “Pardon me while I do a merry jig,” 
 
   “Lay off Sanderson,” Rhea scolded Humphrey.  “He’s just trying to look on the bright side,” 
 
   “Just remember, the light in the dark of space is usually an enemy ship jumping in,” Humphrey pouted.
 
   “Always a ray of sunshine aren’t you?” a second male voice joked.
 
   “Don’t you start with me, Greg,” Humphrey hissed.  “I’m not in the mood.”
 
   “That’s enough out of all of you!”  Brent recognized the voice as Leonard, the leader of the FF.  “We didn’t honestly expect to get any new recruits from the start.  We never do, and most likely never will.  The FF is made up of the rejects from every other division on the station.  We don’t get people on the way in; we get them on the way out.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Brent interrupted.  “Never is an absolute.  Nothing in this life is absolute.”
 
   The entire group went silent.  Each one turned to face Brent, eyeing the person who had rudely interrupted them.  Just like those he had passed in the hallway, he watched as their eyes widened with the realization of who he was.
 
   “You lost or something?” Leonard groused.  “Need me to point you in the direction of the division that snatched you up?  Or maybe your division leader sent you here to gloat, rub my nose in it.”
 
   “Not lost.  I’d rather you point me to my bunk.  And why would you want me to rub your nose in it?”  Brent quickly answered all the rhetorical questions.
 
   “Ha!  In your face Rhea!”  Humphrey actually broke out in an odd victory dance.  “Look who likes my petty nature and freaky mumble!”
 
   “Am I dreaming?” Rhea asked aloud.
 
   “If Humphrey is dancing, I’d call it a nightmare.”  Greg chuckled.
 
   “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Leonard asked Brent.
 
   “Judge for yourself.”  Brent tossed his pad to the awestruck division leader.
 
   “So?” Rhea asked anxiously.
 
   “If you are dreaming, don’t you dare wake up.  He’s ours.”  Leonard sounded as if he still didn’t believe it.
 
   “So, who gets him?” Rhea pressed.
 
   “Oh, don’t you dare!” Humphrey hissed.  “You have no claim on him.”
 
   “None of us do,” Sanderson asserted.  “I don’t remember you saying he asked you to join us, Humphrey.”
 
   “Sanderson has a point.”  Leonard rubbed his temples.  “The pad says he was officially assigned; no one has a claim on him.” 
 
   “So, how do we figure out which squad gets him?”  Greg scratched his head.
 
   “Any squads need another trooper?”  Leonard ventured.
 
   “Not at the minute.  After the last set of trials we filled out the ranks,” Greg answered.
 
   “Well, we can’t cut him into five pieces,” Rhea grumbled.  “Someone has to get him.”
 
   “And if I make the decision, the other four of you will hound me over it.”  Leonard crossed his arms.  “No thanks.”
 
   “So, how do we decide then?  Rock, paper, scissors?”  Humphrey chuckled to himself.
 
   “How about a vote?”  Sanderson ventured.
 
   “A vote?”  Rhea asked skeptically.
 
   “Sure.  We each vote on which squad gets him,” Sanderson explained.
 
   “And when we each vote for ourselves, then what, genius?”  Rhea rolled her eyes.
 
   “Well, if that happens, then Brent will cast the deciding vote himself.  Sound fair?”  Sanderson directed at Rhea.
 
   The squad leaders looked at each other, and, in turn, they all nodded, accepting the idea.
 
   “I say he joins up with me; after all I did show him around,” Humphrey mumbled with a shrug.
 
   “Naturally, he’ll want to join me,” Rhea said arrogantly.  “He is a smart one, and I’m sure he can see my grace and potential.”
 
   “I suppose I’ll take him,” Greg said.  “Be nice to have at least one competent trooper on the squad.”
 
   “I cast my vote for Kindra.”  Sanderson’s voice was firm and final.
 
   “Wait, you can’t do that!”  Rhea instantly protested.
 
   “Ha!  Sanderson fooled us all.”  Humphrey smiled warmly, but the expression didn’t sit well on his face.  “Rhea naturally assumed we’d all vote for ourselves, and, once she pointed that out, we all agreed.  You planned to get him into Kindra’s squad from the start, didn’t you?”  Humphrey nudged Sanderson.
 
   “Well, that settles that then.”  Leonard chuckled.
 
   Brent quickly glanced around.  Leaning against the wall was a trooper he hadn’t noticed.  Partially hidden behind long black hair, he could make out a shocked expression staring back at him.  The trooper had a silver emblem on their shoulder like the others, but hadn’t said a word.
 
   “Now hold on; I never cast my vote.”  Her voice reminded Brent of the voluptuous instructor Davis had replaced.
 
   The voice didn’t match her frame.  She was skinny as a rail devoid of the curves expected in the female frame.  It wasn’t that she was unattractive, but it would be a stretch to characterize any element of her appearance as feminine.  Even her dark skin lacked the soft quality usually assigned to her gender.  If not for the voice it would be all too easy to mistake her for a male in dire need of a haircut.
 
   “A formality.”  Leonard smiled.  “Your vote brings it to two in your favor.  He is yours.  Plus, I like it like this.  Humphrey seems to enjoy the idea, Greg doesn’t seem to care, and Rhea can sharpen her claws on Sanderson for outsmarting her.”
 
   “But . . .,” Kindra protested futilely.
 
   Brent took a step toward his new squad leader and tried to bow as gracefully as the tripod had during the last exam.  Lowering his head and crossing his arms felt oddly comfortable.
 
   “I look forward to serving under you.”  He wanted to settle the matter so he could finally get some sleep.
 
   Kindra blushed a little.  The other squad leaders raised their eyebrows.
 
   “Never seen that before,” Humphrey mumbled.
 
   “Just what is he doing?”  Sanderson tilted his head.
 
   “I think it’s some kind of bow.”  Rhea ventured a guess.  “Maybe he does come from a rim world after all.”
 
   “Pardon me, but it has been a long day, and I’m very tired,” Brent said, mildly embarrassed.  “Would you mind showing me which bunk is mine?”
 
   Kindra nodded in resignation and started walking toward the center archway.  Brent followed at a respectable distance.  He could hear the leaders of the FF talking among themselves behind him.  Unlike the troopers in the hallways of the academy, the troopers in the massive common room paid no attention to the newcomer; there were no wide eyed stares, no giggling, nothing.  He gathered from Leonard’s rant that the division must be used to new faces.  If this was the dumping ground for the other divisions, it was likely that the roster changed after each trial – whatever that was.
 
   As they neared the archway, Brent could make out troopers relaxing in their bunks, some reading while others stared blankly at the ceiling with a 3P at their side.  There were ten bunks on the left wall, each one nestled in open alcoves.  On the right wall were nine similar bunks and one closed door.  Brent imagined having a private room was a privilege of Kindra’s rank.  She stopped beside the doorway.
 
   “Behind this door are my quarters.”  Kindra seemed much more comfortable here than she had been out with the other leaders.  “If you enter without my permission, the academy had better be on fire or worse.  Hey, Bernard, we got a free bunk?”
 
   A trooper directly across from Kindra grumpily stirred.  He rubbed his eyes as he turned.
 
   “Free bunk?  Nah, all full up since the last trial.”  He sounded half dead.
 
   Content that he had fulfilled his task, the trooper rolled back over.  Abruptly he stirred and talked over his shoulder.
 
   “Hold on, Rolando washed out last week.  Bunk nine should be free.”  Bernard went back to sleep.
 
   “Well, there you go,” Kindra said politely.  “Sleep well.  Oh, and one more thing.  Knock off the bowing.  We are not exactly big on formalities down here.  I don’t know what fancy ceremonies you are used to, but you won’t find them around here.”  She nodded politely to him as she entered her quarters.
 
   Brent made his way down the rows of bunks.  They were nestled into large square alcoves in the wall.  A bunk rested on one side of the alcove, and a metal locker hugged the opposing side.  As he passed other troopers, he spotted a few open lockers.  Most contained a few uniforms hung less than neatly.  The uniforms were all the green and orange of the FF, his new home.  He noticed there was something behind the sloppily hung clothes.  None of the lockers were in a tidy enough state for him to get a clear look at whatever it was, but the bright white thing had the appearance of a great big marshmallow.
 
   Finally, he found the alcove with a nine above it.  Unlike every other bunk, his was perfectly made and the locker had a clean sheen.  Brent was about to make use of his bunk when a hand slapped his back with unexpected force that sent him stumbling a few steps, tripping, and gracelessly landing on a combination of his chin and pride.
 
   “Sorry about that,” came a deep voice from behind him.  “You looked a bit more hearty from behind.  Didn’t expect to send you tumbling.” 
 
   Brent rolled around onto his back and found an outstretched hand waiting to help him up.  He followed the arm and found it attached to a short, plump body that failed to match the deepness of the voice.  Brent realized he’d seen the trooper before.  His name was Cain.  He had been the one to walk over the table and his lunch.
 
   “Plan to sleep there?” the deep voice asked, with a hint of playfulness  “It’s fine by me, but I might trip over you in the morning and I doubt you’d enjoy being crushed as a wake up call.” 
 
   “At this point I’d probably sleep through even that,” Brent said as he grabbed the outstretched arm.  “It’s been one of those days.” 
 
   As Cain helped him up, Brent noticed his eyes widened.  He had just realized whom he was helping up.
 
   “Wait a minute, aren’t you . . .”  Cain’s voice trailed off.
 
   “Brent.  Pleased to meet you.”  He waited for it to sink in.
 
   “From recruit group C?  That Brent?”
 
   “Unless I have a double . . . well another double, that would be me.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Attempting to get some rest; that’s what one normally does in their bunk at night, I trust.”
 
   “Wait, you have a bunk here?  That means . . .”
 
   “I’m a part of the FF.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   Cain stared at Brent for a few moments then broke into thunderous laughter.
 
   “Welcome to the FF!”  Cain smiled warmly as his voice took on the quality of a salesman.  “After your performance today I figured you’d be adopted by a grade so far up I’d never see you again.”
 
   “Things really that bad?”  Brent raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Let me put it like this: the FF hasn’t won a trial for as long as I’ve been here.  We are a permanent resident of the washout grade.”
 
   “Washout grade?”
 
   “Well, technically we are in the twenty-fifth grade, but everyone calls it the washout grade.  Simply put, there is no lower place to sink to.  If you fail here you get a one-way pass back to wherever you came from.”
 
   “But no pressure, right?”  Brent joked.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry.  Anyone with talent gets adopted out of here.  You probably won’t have to endure the FF past the next trial.”
 
   “What does FF mean anyways?”
 
   “Fighting Freaks!” a muffled voice shouted from behind him.
 
   Brent turned his head and glanced behind him, only to find a helmet with a reflective faceplate mirroring his face back at him.  For a moment he bobbed his head making sure it was a reflection and not another double.  As the mirror image matched him move for move he was confident he wasn’t looking at another double like the one in the combat exam.  Studying the rest of the figure, he realized it was the same shape and color of the giant marshmallows he had seen in the lockers.
 
   “This armored thing is the blushing beauty of Kindra’s reserve forces,” Cain introduced the bulky figure, “the proud third squadron of the illustrious Finbarr’s . . .” 
 
   Before Cain could finish his sentence the suited person leaped at him.  However, with Brent between them, Cain had enough time to anticipate the lunge.  Cain quickly dove under the leap and tapped something on the left forearm of the suit that started a strange hissing sound.  Recovering from the failed attempt to grab Cain, the suit spun around.  However, the helmet of the suit continued along the original leap, leaving the rest of the suit behind.  Brent found himself face to face with that of a girl.  Cain was now standing behind him and was laughing thunderously again.  Brent paid no attention to the laughter as his attention was solely fixed on the person standing before him.  From the neck down she was still encased in a bulbous white shell that gave her the appearance of a living being made entirely out of marshmallows.
 
   With the helmet now lying helplessly on the floor he could tell she had earned her nickname.  She was indeed pretty.  She stood perfectly still as Brent studied her.  He had only noticed in passing that she had been of normal complexion, but now he realized that in the few moments since she lost the helmet, her face had actually noticeably changed to a deep red.  He could not tell if she was angry with Cain and his laughter or embarrassed under Brent’s close inspection, but he was certain that she was getting steadily redder, almost unnaturally so.  As the reddening continued to the level of a bright red apple, he began to worry.  Perhaps she needed the helmet for survival. He rested his hand on her forehead to see if she had a fever, and, while she was warm, it was not that great a temperature as to indicate illness.
 
   Two things happened immediately after he felt her temperature with his hand.  The first was her eyes widened in an instant look of total surprise, and the second was that in the blink of an eye she was gone.  Brent turned around and watched as the marshmallow girl moved with a speed he didn’t think was possible in the suit she wore.  He then leaned over and grabbed the helmet that was now rolling around aimlessly and noticed that Cain’s laughter had stopped.  He stood back up with the helmet in hand and turned to face Cain squarely, who was still staring down the hallway after the girl in the suit with a look of complete surprise.
 
   “Who was that?” Brent asked, waving the helmet.  “Will she be okay without this?” 
 
   “Hmm?” came the absentminded response that was more of a humming sound than a response.
 
   Brent stared at Cain puzzlingly until finally Cain seemed to come back to reality.
 
   “Did you say something?”  Cain asked absentmindedly.
 
   “Yes, I asked you who she was and if she needs this.”  Again Brent indicated the helmet.
 
   “That was Cassandra.  She gets a kick out of scaring the life out of the new troopers by sneaking up on them in full gear.”
 
   “So she doesn’t need the helmet?”
 
   “Oh, she’ll want it back no doubt.  But it’s not like her life depends on it or anything.”
 
   “So what was all that about?  I seemed to lose you for a minute there.”
 
   “Just a bit surprised, that’s all.  Look, I’ve been here in this division for over two years, and that was the first time I’ve seen sunburn Sandra not knock someone out for looking at her face.  Let alone touch her.  When you made contact, I was dead certain I was going to need a mop and a bucket to collect what was left of you.”
 
   “Well then, I guess it’s a relief to be alive.  Wait a minute.  If you knew she was going to beat the tar out of me when I saw her face, why did you disconnect her helmet?” Brent asked with a hint of annoyance entering his voice.
 
   “I assumed she would have had the common sense to hold on to the thing; didn’t think she’d carelessly let it fall off her head.  When it did go flying I couldn’t help but laugh at her.  She is always so careful to cover her face.  For her to let herself be exposed so easily, and to the new guy, it was just too much – I had to laugh.”
 
   “You seem to think lowly of the marshmallow girl.”
 
   At that Cain laughed so hard that Brent worried Kindra in her private room would hear him.  It took a while, but Cain’s laughter subsided, and he placed a hand on Brent’s shoulder.
 
   “You’ve got guts, I have to admit that, but a word of advice.  Never, ever, call her that again, not in public, not in private, not even to me.  It’s not smart to intentionally upset a heavy-worlder.”
 
   “Heavy-worlder?”
 
   “Cassandra is from a heavy gravity world on the rim.  She’s spent her entire life in gravity that would make it hard for you or me to even breathe.  As a result, with the academy’s standard gravity, she is as strong as ten troopers – at least.
 
   “Is that why she turns so red?”
 
   “No idea.  I’m not a doctor and I don’t dare ask.  In her book, just staring at her face is a capital offense; asking about it would be an atrocity beyond all others.”
 
   “Let me get this straight.  She has the strength of ten troopers, and yet you make fun of her?  What’s worse, you just made me commit a ‘capital offense.’”
 
   “She seems to tolerate some joking around, although I do have to mind her temper.  You, on the other hand, I don’t think you need to worry at all.”
 
   “Why’s that?
 
   “I think she is scared of you.”
 
   Brent stared blankly at Cain.  He wasn’t sure if he should have felt pleased at the prospect of someone who could snap him in two at the slip of the tongue being afraid of him or sheer disappointment at the prospect of a pretty girl being petrified of him.  Noticing the serious look on Brent’s face, Cain smiled and patted him on the shoulder.
 
   “You worry too much.  After what you’ve been through today, what’s one more perilous encounter?” Cain chuckled.
 
   “With a girl like that in the squad, it’s more like I’m wondering whom I should make my will out to.”
 
   “Leave me the good stuff.  I wouldn’t give it much thought, though.  Things tend to work themselves out.  Try to get a good night’s rest.”  Cain was still laughing as he wandered off toward the back of the long row of alcoves.
 
   Finally free of distractions, Brent laid down on his neat bunk.  Exhaustion pulled at his eyelids.  As he drifted off to sleep he took a final glance at the helmet.  Why was it that the most beautiful things in nature were always the most deadly?
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10: Assessment
 
   A gentle progression of three tones awoke Brent.  He sat up and felt his forehead.  It was completely dry.  For the first time in his life he had awoken peacefully.  His dreams weren’t peaceful and the normal nightmare had awaited him, but having lived through it had stunted its sting.  It was also comforting to remember bits and pieces of the dream after he awoke.  He knew had dreamt of the final exam with the gaping maw.  A shiver ran down his spine as he recalled the eerie light seeping out of the thing in orbit.
 
   Shaking his head he put thoughts of the previous day to the side and stretched.  Getting out of his bunk, Brent turned and made the bed.  He suddenly realized he was the only one up and about.  The other troopers were still lazing in bed.  As he watched the others contently cuddle with their sheets, an unpleasant odor wafted past his nose.  It stuck him he had been quite active the previous day, and he couldn’t remember the last time he had showered.  Fetching his pad from the locker where he had stored it the night before, he started searching for any information on the facilities of the academy.
 
   After a few minutes of random searching, Brent couldn’t find anything useful.  Whoever had organized data on the pad had done a poor job of it.  It almost felt as if the system had been designed to be intentionally counterintuitive.  Glancing around him he found the other recruits still lazing.  Brent sighed quietly to himself.  All he wanted was a shower.  Why was it when he needed assistance there was never anyone handy?  As he put the pad down he noticed the display had changed; it wasn’t on the last page he had pulled up.  Studying the new image he quickly realized it was a map.  At his fingertips was a detailed map of the entire academy.  In no time he had located the nearest facility.  It was a massive complex apparently serving the needs of at least ten divisions.
 
   As he was about to head out he realized he didn’t have a change of clothes.  The night before he had only tossed his pad in the locker after he had rolled on top of it in the middle of the night, and it had jabbed him awake.  Investigating the locker more closely, he found three uniforms, all of them the same type as those worn by the Weavers.  His stomach churned uneasily as he realized he would have to wear the same uniform as those disgusting brats.  A small patch of green and orange on the right shoulder was the only place that identified which division he belonged to.  There was another uniform, but it was much more detailed and rigid, obviously for formal ceremonies and the like.  Behind the four uniforms was the giant white marshmallow.  Cain had said Cassandra wore her “gear” all the time, but didn’t say how it worked.  For now, the only use Brent could make out would be as a beach ball.
 
   Grabbing one of the standard Weaver outfits, Brent headed toward the archway to the common room.  After a couple of steps he stopped and turned back to his bunk.  Gently placing his new clothes on the bed, he grabbed the loose helmet and headed down the rows of alcoves in the direction the girl had run the night before.  Brent had no way of telling which bunk belonged to her, of course, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t have any trouble spotting it.  As he passed bunk after bunk, he watched the troopers toss and turn, attempting to steal as many more minutes of sleep as they could.
 
   Finally, Brent found what he was looking for.  Unlike the other bunks, he came to one that was completely covered in sheets; every inch of its occupant was covered from head to toe.  Resting against the locker was a headless suit.  As he placed the helmet back where it belonged, the suit made a soft hissing sound.  The helmet disappeared as the rest of the suit seemed to ingest it.  The arms got shorter and shorter.  The legs vanished.  In fifteen seconds the entire suit had collapsed into itself and now rested before him as a giant solid white metal marshmallow.  The bunk’s occupant shifted uneasily.  Brent quickly headed back to his own bunk, grabbed his Weaver uniform, and headed out to the common room.
 
   He expected the room to be empty as the rest of the division slept, however there were two neat rows of troopers already assembled near the doorway leading to the hallway.  Brent kept a safe distance behind them as they left the common room.  They seemed to be headed in the same direction he was.  He followed them as they snaked down the corridors of the station.  Every now and then he would spot another group of troopers moving in similar formation.  When the two columns came to a stop, Brent checked his pad.  They had reached the communal facilities.  In pairs of two the troopers entered the new room as their squad leader stood outside the doorway.  Brent recognized him as Sanderson, the one who had gotten him into Kindra’s squad.
 
   “Early riser I see.”  Sanderson smiled at Brent as he entered.
 
   The room was easily twice the size of the common room.  The floor was covered in a square grid pattern.  In the distance he could make out an uneven wall of foggy white.  Brent’s study of the uneven wall abruptly ended when one of the grids on the floor rose, encasing a trooper in an opaque square of foggy white.  Only a rough silhouette of the trooper was still visible, with all details obscured in some kind of privacy screen.
 
   “Take any stall you want.”  Sanderson indicated the grids on the ground.  “The rest of the division is still sleeping so we have free run of this section.”
 
   Hesitantly, Brent made his way to a nearby grid.  Nothing happened as he studied the floor.  He watched another trooper for a clue to how they worked.  The trooper walked to the center of the square, then held perfectly still.  After a few moments the walls rose out of the floor.  Taking the proper position, Brent waited, trying not to move a muscle.
 
   His patience was rewarded as the walls gracefully rose out of the floor.  As the walls reached the ceiling, the equipment raised out of the floor was well, all of it perfectly spaced around him.  There was the standard expected equipment – shower, toilet, sink, and even a rack of dry towels with space for his clean uniform.  As Brent went about his morning routine, he noticed there wasn’t a sound.  Not only did the walls obscure vision, but they contained sound completely as well.
 
   After he was finished and fully dressed, he realized he had a problem.  He had watched another trooper activate the room, but how did one leave?  Brent felt around the room but found nothing of use.  There were no dials or switches on any of the walls.  He stood in the center of the room and studied it.  Not even a hint on how to get out.  Naturally, he had used restrooms before, but never one so elaborate.  He figured the overly complicated nature of the room was probably due to the massive amounts of use ten divisions would put the facility through.  He imagined that when the walls and equipment receded into the floor they would be quickly sterilized and cleaned for the next occupant, that was if he could figure out how to make that happen.
 
   Suddenly, the facilities, seemingly of their own accord, started to sink into the floor.  Shortly after, the walls fell gracefully back into the floor.  Brent smacked his head as he realized all he had to do was stand still in the center of the square room.  When the walls completely submerged in the floor, he was greeted by a maze of foggy white walls.  Apparently, the rest of the division had woken up while he searched for a way out of his prison.  He made his way through the small gaps between the foggy white walls toward where he had entered.  Every now and then a silhouette would get close to a nearby wall.  It was oddly frightening as the black shadows moved around, apparently oblivious to his presence.
 
   Reaching the hallway, Brent found it lined with troopers, each eagerly awaiting a free stall.  Several nearby troopers immediately took a step away from him.  A natural part in the ocean of troopers created a path for him.  He cringed as he waited for them to recognize who he was and start staring, but not one of them did.  Instead, they averted their eyes, looking at the floor or keeping an intense focus on their friends.  Every now and then one of them would steal a glance at him, only to quickly turn their gaze away.  The odd thing was they weren’t really looking at him.  Their eyes would glance toward him but not once meet his eyes or look at his face.  As he passed down the hallway, the troopers continued to clear a path for him.
 
   It dawned on him that he wasn’t a recruit to them; he wasn’t the one who had cleared every exam.  Now he was a Weaver, a detestable little boy like Philip who would strike out at anyone to prove his superiority.  The very idea of being put in the same category as those disgusting boys made him sick to his stomach.  He decided he wasn’t passively going to let that happen.  Abruptly stopping, he turned to the trooper on his left.  The man stiffened visibly under Brent’s gaze.  Brent took a step toward him and reached for his hand.  The nearby troopers audibly held their breath.  Taking the limp hand, he forcefully shook it.
 
   “Name’s Brent.  Nice to meet you.”  He waited for a response, but none came.  “Your name is?”
 
   The male trooper looked to the troopers at his sides for help; they took a step away.
 
   “Doug,” came the weak response.
 
   “Good to meet you, Doug.  Hope you have a pleasant day.”  Brent finished shaking his hand and nodded politely as Kindra had done the night before.
 
   Brent continued walking down the path, abruptly stopping at random intervals to shake a trooper’s hand and greet them.  He left a wake of confusion and blank stares as he progressed down the corridors.  As he made his way back to the quarters of his division, he remembered that Davis had wanted the Weavers to show up two hours before normal training.  Only problem was, Brent had no idea when normal training started.  He stopped again and turned to a nearby trooper.
 
   “When do you start your training sessions?”  Brent asked bluntly.
 
   The female trooper froze instantly.  Unable to speak, she stared at him nervously.
 
   “Leave her alone!”  A second female jumped between them.
 
   The sudden advance against him startled Brent and without thinking he shifted into a combat stance.  Several other troopers watched in a combination of horror and fascination.  He realized they were waiting for him to attack the girl.  The trooper was now shaking, no doubt regretting her impulsive action.
 
   “I’m sorry for worrying you both; I meant no offense.”  Brent placated the shaking girl as he relaxed his stance.  “I was merely inquiring when you started your training sessions.”
 
   The second girl blinked a few times.
 
   “You’re not going to hurt me?”  Her voice was one of disbelief.
 
   “Why would I do that?” Brent asked in as soothing a tone of voice as he could.  “You were only protecting your friend against a possible threat.”
 
   The nearby troopers exchanged surprised glances.
 
   “Why do you want to know when she starts training for the day?”  The girl was still on the defensive.
 
   “Well, I have an appointment that takes place two hours before training starts, but I just got here yesterday and don’t have a clue when that is.”  Brent shrugged.
 
   “Really?” the first girl asked over her friend’s shoulder.  “That’s all you wanted?” 
 
   “That’s it.  I’m sorry I scared you,” Brent apologized.
 
   “I think you grabbed the wrong uniform.”  The second girl was relaxing.  “You do know you are wearing a Weaver’s uniform, right?”
 
   “No mistake.  Says I’m a Weaver on my pad.  I can show you if you’d like.”
 
   The second girl stiffened again.  The first patted her shoulder.
 
   “I think he means he can show you his pad, Marie.”  The first girl comforted her friend.
 
   The nearby troopers all burst into laughter.  Marie blushed in embarrassment.
 
   “Well, if you have an appointment two hours before training starts, then you have about fifteen minutes to get there.  Do you need directions?”  The first trooper smiled.
 
   “Thanks, but no.”  He smiled in return.  “I can manage to get there on my own.  Thank you again.”
 
   Brent bowed like the tripod to the two girls and rushed down the hallway.  For some reason he couldn’t explain, he enjoyed the action of bowing like the tripod – it seemed proper somehow.  He rushed down the hallways to the room the Weavers had met in the night before.  As he reached the room, Brent checked his pad, still eight minutes early.  As the doorway opened, he was greeted by a large message on the shining wall opposite him.
 
   “Head to examination room Five One Three C,” read the message.
 
   Brent quickly reached for his pad again.  Strangely enough, the map of the station was already on the screen.  With no time to spare, he rushed down the corridors.  As he ran down the hallways, other troopers jumped out of the way.  He was advancing too quickly for them to create a path for him naturally, Weaver or not.  Bolting down the corridors, he would only steal a glance at the pad when he was sure he wouldn’t run into anyone.  As he rounded the last corner, Brent watched as another Weaver entered the room ahead.  His boots squeaked as he came to a stop just outside the doorway.  The pad indicated he had a minute left.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he steadied his breathing and entered. The room was familiar.  It was like each one used during the exams.  With no one in the outer room, Brent continued on through the second doorway.  For a moment he wondered what waited for him, a drop ship maybe or perhaps another forest.  Instead, it was some kind of warehouse.  Large wooden boxes were stacked about randomly.  The walls had the slight red hue of rusted metal.  Dirty windows let in rectangular rays of light.  A large grouping of Weavers stood in the center of the warehouse.
 
   Counting them at ten, Brent wondered how many remembered Davis’ orders to show up early from the night before.  Instantly, he singled out Jamie.  He was standing slightly away from the main group, watching Brent scornfully.  Philip was nowhere to be seen.  Unlike the troopers who had lined the corridors, the Weavers were silent.  There was no banter or idle conversation.  Each one stood tensely, awaiting the Master Weaver and whatever task he had in mind for them.  Desperate panting filled the room as another two Weavers rushed in.
 
   “Well, that’s enough waiting.”  Davis’s harsh voice rang out in the warehouse.  “Looks like we are missing seven.  How unfortunate for them.”
 
   Stepping out from behind a large stack of boxes, Davis startled most of the Weavers.
 
   “How come we have to be here?” Jamie pouted more than asked.  “The Administer gave everyone an additional day off.”
 
   “Because you don’t belong to the Administer; you belong to me.  Didn’t I already go through this?”  Davis stared squarely at Jamie.
 
   Jamie remained silent.
 
   “Excellent.  Today we are going to start slowly.”  Davis walked toward the Weavers, carefully looking each of them over.  “First off I’m going to assess your abilities.”
 
   “Assess our abilities?” a Weaver questioned.  “But we already did that.  Isn’t a full report of our assessment on file?” 
 
   “Yes, there is; I’ve read through it already.  But there is a problem with it.”  Davis turned toward the questioning Weaver.
 
   “A problem?” the Weaver continued.
 
   “Yes, I wasn’t the one to conduct the assessment; the data in the report is useless.”  Davis sounded final.
 
   After a moment of silence Davis continued.
 
   “Good, looks like we’ve got no more complaints.  Then let’s begin.”  Davis smiled faintly.
 
   On cue, several troopers emerged from behind boxes around the warehouse.
 
   “Now the FF has generously volunteered several of its troopers to my disposal.  They do have the day off, so be respectful; they are donating their time for you.  On the floor you’ll notice several markings.  I want all the Weavers to follow the yellow line and line up at the far end of the warehouse.  The troopers will follow the blue lines and move to their starting marks,” Davis commanded.
 
   Studying the markings, the troopers and Weavers quickly filed to their appropriate locations.  As Brent took his place at the end of the straight line of Weavers, he noticed that across from them was a long line of troopers, exactly seven longer than the Weaver line.  Matching them in his head, Brent found he was partnered with a familiar bulbous, white suit.  Davis walked down the line of Weavers, reordering them.  Brent remained at the end of the line.  Davis then walked down the line of troopers.  He paused behind the armored trooper for a moment, raising an eyebrow.  Shrugging to himself, he tapped the shoulders of the spare seven and pointed to the doorway.  They quickly fled with big happy grins on their faces.  Brent wondered if they had really volunteered.
 
   “Now, I am going to explain this once and only once.  So pay attention!”  Davis spoke slowly and authoritatively.  “The first Weaver will tell me what emotions they sense from the trooper opposite them.  The trooper will then follow the green line and march away from the Weaver.  When the Weaver can no longer sense the emotions, they will raise their hand and the trooper will return to the starting position.  We will then repeat the process with the trooper following the red line.  After the Weaver raises their hand, the trooper will return to the starting point and then repeat the process one final time, following the orange path.  After the first Weaver finishes all this, the trooper is excused and may return to their day off.  The second Weaver will then run through the same process and so on and so on.  Begin.”
 
   As Davis took his pad out, the troopers and Weavers glanced again at the intricate pattern on the floor.
 
   “Annoyance.  With maybe some worry.”  The first Weaver started.  “Probably upset about loosing his day off and being the first to do this.”
 
   “Skip the interpretation,” Davis cut in.  “That’s for big boys.  Just describe what you sense.”
 
   The trooper waited a beat before he walked down the green line.  The line took him on a straight path away from the Weaver.  The Weaver concentrated on the trooper.  As the trooper reached the center of the room, the Weaver reluctantly raised his hand.  The trooper quickly ran back to the starting position and, after another beat, started down the red line.  The red path led the trooper around the warehouse, turning at random intervals in random directions.  After only a quarter as long, the Weaver raised his hand.  The trooper returned to the starting point and waited a beat.  The orange line took the trooper behind a large stack of boxes, obscuring line of sight for the Weavers.  As soon as the trooper left the Weaver’s sight, the Weaver raised his hand.
 
   Gleefully, the trooper ran out of the room.  The process repeated over and over.  Brent was surprised at the variance in the Weavers.  Some could sense forever but only in a straight line.  Others couldn’t sense much until the trooper went behind the boxes.  A few even did their best when the trooper was moving around randomly.  As the last Weaver finished, it was Brent’s turn.  He stared at Cassandra in her armor but had no idea what he was supposed to do.
 
   “Nothing.  I don’t sense a thing,” Brent admitted.
 
   The other Weavers snickered.  Davis raised his hand, silencing them.
 
   “Perfectly all right.  Miss, would you mind sticking around?”  Davis directed at the armored trooper.
 
   As Cassandra nodded, Brent wondered how Davis had known she was a girl.  The suit completely masked all characteristics of a person; even the walk was mechanical and devoid of personality.
 
   “Despite the military’s attempts, I see some potential in some of you.”  Davis looked over his notes on his pad.  “Several of you could become quite useful.  However, that’s for another time.  There is one more test for all of you, then you can go out and enjoy the rest of your day.”
 
   The mood of the Weavers instantly brightened.  Davis guided Cassandra to the chair he had been sitting on through the first test.  As he returned to the center of the room, Davis snatched a chair that had been hidden behind a pile of boxes.  Brent wondered what else he had hidden around them.
 
   “For the last test you will use your abilities.  One by one I want you to use your abilities on me,” Davis said as he sat in front of the Weavers.
 
   The Weavers exchanged glances with one another.
 
   “What do you want us to try to do?”  Jamie asked.
 
   “I want you to try everything you’ve got,” Davis said with a grin.  “Whatever abilities are in those skulls of yours, I want you to use all of them.  No holding back, no restraints, no objectives.  Just go wild.  Trust me.  I am more than capable of dealing with whatever you throw at me.  When I’ve got enough to know what you can do. I’ll wave on the next Weaver.  Feel free to take a breather if you need it.”  Davis leaned back in his chair.
 
   The first Weaver looked for assurance from his fellow Weavers.  The others shrugged.  Taking a step toward Davis, the first Weaver stared intently.  Oddly enough his right foot started tapping.  The longer he looked at Davis the quicker the tapping became.  After a few minutes Davis smiled and wrote something down on his pad.  When he finished, he waved on the next Weaver.  The first collapsed and was panting a bit.  The second stepped up to the plate and focused on the Master Weaver.  The second Weaver’s ears wiggled up and down with increasing speed.  One by one they worked down the line in this fashion.  Davis would write something down and wave on the next Weaver.  The new Weaver would then do some odd involuntary motion until Davis was satisfied.  Brent noticed Jamie’s eye did the same twitching it had done when Jamie had tried to manipulate him.  After a long while, all the Weavers finished; only Brent was left.  Most of them were still on the ground gasping for breath.  Brent wasn’t sure what Davis expected of him.  However, instead of waving Brent on, Davis stood up and approached the Weavers.
 
   “Good effort.”  Davis helped the last few Weavers to their feet.  “Either you desperately wanted to impress me or wanted to seriously maim me.  Whatever your reasons were, I got what I wanted.  You are all free to go about your day as you see fit.  However, remember that using your abilities outside my training is forbidden.  I will see you all tomorrow.  Dismissed.”
 
   “What about the new kid?” Jamie snickered.  “Isn’t he going to embarrass himself?”
 
   “Perhaps you’d like to spend the rest of the day running laps around the docking bay?”  Davis quickly asked in a hostile tone.  “Perhaps every Weaver here would like to join you?”
 
   “What?”  Jamie was shocked.
 
   “I said dismissed.  That was an order.”  Davis sounded deadly serious.  “It wasn’t a suggestion or playful banter.  When I give you an order, you will carry it out.  If you plan to disobey my orders I will make them more demanding of you.  Is that understood?”
 
   “Understood, Weaver Davis.”  Jamie snapped to attention.
 
   “Excellent.  Dismissed,” Davis repeated.
 
   At once, the Weavers quickly left the room.  Not one of them dared speak.  Following the order, Brent also calmly made his way to the doorway.  Cassandra didn’t budge.
 
   “Brent, would you mind staying here for a bit longer?”  Davis shouted after most of the other Weavers had left the room.
 
   As he nodded and worked his way back to Davis, it dawned on him that it had been a question, not an order.  Again, Davis reached behind a pile of boxes and magically produced another chair.  He set up the chairs so all three of them would be able to see one another in a small circle.  Brent sat in the chair Davis set out for him.
 
   “Now Brent, when you look at us you honestly can’t sense anything?”  Davis questioned.  “Anything at all?”
 
   As he nodded, Cassandra’s helmet quickly moved and fixed on him.  He couldn’t see her face, but it was apparent she hadn’t expected that response.
 
   “Everyone starts somewhere.  Now Brent, I want you to listen closely to me and do exactly as I say, alright?”  Davis’ tone was calm.
 
   The way Davis spoke struck him as odd; it wasn’t commanding or threatening in the slightest.  His tone almost sounded like a friend asking for a favor.  Brent nodded again and readied himself.
 
   “Okay.  Close your eyes.”  Davis spoke softly.  “Let all other sounds fade from your attention; listen only to my voice.  Nod when you’ve done that . . . Good.  Now listen carefully.  Can you hear your heart beating?  Listen carefully.  Excellent.  Now study the pattern.  It’s like soft music isn’t it?  Now this is the hard part.  I want you to listen for that music.”
 
   Brent strained his ears but could only hear his own heartbeat.  Its beating did form a rhythm, a primitive sort of music.  Every fiber in his being strained to hear that music.  He sifted through the room looking for anything.  Nothing.  Just as Brent was about to give up, he noticed a strange light.  It was dim, but it was as if someone was pointing a weak flashlight at his closed eyelids.  He opened his eyes, but the light was gone.
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t hear anything,” he admitted to Davis.
 
   “Well, we couldn’t expect it to be that easy.  We’ll try again later.”  Davis sounded disappointed.
 
   Brent shifted his gaze to Cassandra and jumped out of his chair.  Surrounding her armor was a deep blue hue.  As he backed away the color changed.  It was now a dirty yellow and far brighter.  He remembered the combat exam and readied himself to flee if the glow expanded further.
 
   “Brent?”  Davis was startled.
 
   “I’m the only one who is seeing an aurora around Cassandra, right?”  He asked as he tensely watched the glow.
 
   As he spoke, the glow doubled in size and became pure yellow.  He kept his distance.  Davis looked at the armored girl and then back at Brent.  Brent continued to back away as the aura grew in size.
 
   “You mean you see light?”  Davis was intrigued.
 
   “And color.  Quite a lot of it really, and it’s getting bigger.”  Brent continued to keep a distance from the growing light.
 
   The glow surged in size.  He tripped over a box as he dived out of the way of the expanse.
 
   “Where are you going?”  Davis shouted at the retreating boy.
 
   “Nowhere in particular.  Just not wanting to touch that stuff.  It was kind of unpleasant last time.”  Brent began to worry if he would run out of room.
 
   “Last time?  You mean the combat exam yesterday?”
 
   “So you saw it, too?”
 
   “No, but I wondered what made you jump back from those recruits.”
 
   “I have a request.”
 
   “Certainly, what is it?”
 
   “Can we discuss this when I’m not fleeing?”
 
   Davis suddenly realized the boy’s predicament.  Instantly the glow faded to next to nothing.  Davis hadn’t turned, his foot hadn’t tapped, his eye hadn’t twitched, and his ear hadn’t wiggled.  Brent knew he had done something, but Davis hadn’t even needed to look at Cassandra to do it.  Warily returning to the chairs, he took his seat again.
 
   “So you can sense something.  Tell me, what do you see around me?”  Davis was probing.
 
   Hesitantly, Brent broke his lock on Cassandra and focused on Davis.  However, there wasn’t even a hint of light.  Davis was just sitting normally, no glow, no aurora, no nothing.  Quickly, he glanced back to Cassandra.  Her glow hadn’t faded; it was just as strong as it had been.
 
   “I don’t see a thing around you.  Cassandra is still glowing, but not you,” Brent said, still staring at Cassandra.
 
   “I see.  Tell me, have you two done anything special?”  Davis questioned.
 
   Immediately a bright flare of orange swept over Brent.  The glow around Cassandra exploded in a blazing carroty color.  Brent braced against the light, but it didn’t scorch him.  In fact, it wasn’t like the combat exam at all.  There was no heat in it, just a bright orange color that seemed to wrap around him.  The way it moved was akin to dancing smoke made of pure light.
 
   “That is none of your business!”  Cassandra’s voice was muffled but clearly angry.  “If we have or haven’t done anything special is none of your concern.  But if you absolutely must know, nothing special has happened, nothing at all!”
 
   Davis noticed Brent’s sudden movements, and again the glow receded.
 
   “Forgive my rudeness,” Davis apologized.  “I’ve lived too long with military protocol being the rule rather than proper manners.”
 
   The suit folded its arms and scoffed, a most bizarre sight.
 
   “Okay, let’s skip past how this happened and move on to testing it.  Cassandra, was it?”  Davis was obviously being overly diplomatic.  “Would you mind taking the starting position again?”
 
   Cassandra’s faceplate stared at Davis for a while, but she got up and moved to the starting position the troopers had earlier occupied.  Brent dashed to his proper place, not wanting to upset her further.
 
   “Okay, Brent, can you describe what emotions you sense?”  Davis pulled out his pad.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I wouldn’t really call them emotions, just a very bright orange glow around her.”  He put the sight into words as best he could.  “There are whips of yellow, too, but much more faint.  And just a hint of red at the center of the aurora.”
 
   Davis stiffened slightly as he raised an eyebrow and made several markings on his pad.  Cassandra immediately started down the green path.  As she got farther and farther, the glow grew weaker, but it never fully went out.  As she reached the end of the path, he could still make out the faint glow.
 
   “You didn’t raise your hand!”  Cassandra’s muffled voice shouted at him.
 
   “Well, I can still see it,” he shouted back.  “It’s not as bright as it was, but it’s clearly still there.”
 
   Cassandra paused a moment before rushing back to the starting place.  Brent noticed the red in the glow was more pronounced, and the orange was fading.  The yellow still lashed around intermittently.  As she walked along the red line, the glow would vary in intensity but it never vanished.  When she reached the end of the path, her helmet fixed on him expectantly.
 
   “Still see it.  Sorry.”  He shrugged.
 
   Again she returned to the starting position and quickly walked down the orange path.  As soon as she went behind the obstruction, something odd happened.  The glow collapsed.  Brent was about to raise his hand when he realized the glow hadn’t disappeared but changed shape.  Originally the light had been a blob around her person, a nebulous thing that grew and collapsed organically.  Now it was a tight outline of her body.  Even though he couldn’t see her movements with his eyes, the outline allowed him to watch as her arms went up and down.
 
   He could make out her each and every step.  Beyond that, the outline seemed more trim and feminine.  It took him a second to realize the outline was of Cassandra herself, not the armor.  The outline was only the outer most edge of her frame, so he couldn’t make out any details beyond the obviously female profile.  She was anything but slender, however, watching her profile caused a gentle blush to fill his cheeks.  Brent found himself thinking what a shame it was she choose to hide herself in the armor – she was quite lovely.  When Cassandra reached the end of the path, she ran back to the starting point, not waiting on him.  He realized he had let himself get distracted and quickly focused himself on the task at hand.  When he could see her again, the aura stayed in its new shape.
 
   “Well?”  Cassandra demanded as she got closer.
 
   “You’ll be happy to know you are not glowing anymore.  It’s more of an outline now,” Brent stated.  “There is a narrow band of light around you now.  I can even see your fingers when you flex them.”  He smiled as she glanced down at the armored glove.
 
   “An outline?”  Davis seemed disturbed. 
 
   “This can still be normal though, right?”  Cassandra asked hopefully.
 
   “Certainly.”  Davis comforted Cassandra.  “Every Weaver senses the emotions of others differently.  No two sense them in the same way.  Sounds are the most common, so it is where most training starts.  Each emotion is said to be represented by a tone, although which tone varies among Weavers.  Sometimes a Weaver senses through smell, taste, and even vision.  Seeing colored auras as Brent described is rare but not unheard of.”
 
   “How do you sense them?”  Cassandra asked.
 
   “You can’t know this, Miss, but that question is the most personal question you could ever ask a Weaver.”  Davis seemed to shift uncomfortably, an odd sight for such a strong personality.  “I don’t think there is any equivalent question you could ask a normal person that would be as private.”
 
   “I didn’t know; forgive me for asking.”  Cassandra seemed to plead with the Weaver. 
 
   “It’s all right.  Although, I want you to remember how important that is to us.  It’s very important you never forget.”  Davis had turned serious.
 
   “Why is it so important?”  Cassandra sounded worried.
 
   “Because the two of us know something no one should ever know.  We are the keepers of Brent’s most precious secret.”  Davis studied Brent carefully.
 
   The outline around Cassandra grew a small amount and turned a deep dark red.  Brent wondered if he would ever get used to seeing it or decipher its meanings.
 
   “Miss, I mean Cassandra.  Would you mind if I asked one more favor of you?” Davis asked apprehensively.  “It’s a big one so feel free to say no.” 
 
   “What is the favor?”  Cassandra’s helmet locked on Davis.
 
   “Would you let Brent attempt to alter your emotions?  I’d monitor his progress closely and step in if necessary of course.”  Davis sounded desperate.  “Normally I’d do it myself, but for some reason he can’t sense my emotions at all.”
 
   The outline flashed yellow.  Cassandra’s suit remained still, but Brent could tell she was deep in thought.  It was hard to tell with the outline, but he could almost tell her head was tilted in thought.  After a few tense moments the outline shrank but remained a bright yellow.
 
   “All right.  I’ll do it,” Cassandra accepted.
 
   Davis almost jumped for joy and watched Brent intently.  It was an odd sensation.  He didn’t feel like he was being manipulated, but there was an overwhelming sense of being spied on.  Brent turned his chair to face Cassandra.  The yellow outline was growing again.  It didn’t reach the huge sizes it had before, but it was definitely getting bigger.  He had no idea how to alter what he saw.  He tried blinking, tapping his boot, and even unsuccessfully to wiggle his ear.  None of it worked.  Frustrated, he reached out and tried to grab the light with his hand.  As his hand pointlessly waved before his eyes, a memory sparked in his mind.  Brent had had to think to get the Shards to respond.
 
   Focusing on the glow, he thought of it shrinking.  As he imagined it, it complied.  The glow stopped growing and eventually started to shrink gradually.  It slowly matched the image he had conjured in his mind.  Out of the corner of his eye he could make out Davis’ jaw dropping.  Brent wondered what else he could do.  Cassandra had seemed disturbed whenever the blue and yellow colors dominated.  The orange had flared when Davis had asked the embarrassing question.  The blood red pulsed when she realized she knew something about him she shouldn’t.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to reproduce that emotion.  All that left was the faint red hue he had seen earlier.  However, there wasn’t even a hint of it.  No traces of any shade of red in the entire outline.  Davis’ lecture popped to mind; Weavers could only influence what is already there.  He didn’t like what was already there.  Might as well try.
 
   Brent focused on the glow, imagining the yellow fading completely and it being replaced by the red.  Slowly but surely, the yellow started to fade.  With increasing speed the yellow faded.  However, no red showed up.  Suddenly the outline shattered and a blazing aurora surged, reaching the large size it had before.  The aura rushed over Brent, but again it did not burn him.  A red hue steadily started to fill the glow.  Almost instantly there was mild resistance.  The red did not fill as quickly as he had imagined.  Something was wrong, everything had responded so smoothly before.  This red almost seemed to be fighting him.  Glancing around, he noticed Davis was staring at Cassandra with an incredible intensity.  Suddenly worried he might be doing more harm than good, Brent imagined the light resetting to an outline.  Complying, the light instantly receded back to the girl and wrapped around her in a small outline.  The yellow returned, but not as strongly as before.
 
   “Is it over?”  Cassandra asked.
 
   “Yes, it is.”  Davis sounded weak.
 
   “You all right?”  Brent asked quickly.
 
   “I’m fine.”  Davis smiled.  “You did an excellent job, Brent.  You two can enjoy the rest of your day off.  Dismissed.”
 
   Hesitantly, Brent got up from his seat and headed to the doorway.  Brent hadn’t missed that was an order.  He almost fell over when Cassandra skipped past him.  The bulbous suit looked like a young schoolgirl blissfully skipping home on the last day of school.  As she skipped out the doorway, Brent made a promise to himself.  He wouldn’t make the aura grow again.  The doorway closed behind them and the warehouse was eerily silent.  Davis waited until he was sure the boy was far enough and collapsed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jack!  You all right?”  Nathan shouted.
 
   “I’m fine,” he said weakly.  “Just very tired.  How are the other Weavers?”
 
   “Not too good.  Doctor Benedict is taking care of them.  What happened?”
 
   Jack tried to stand but didn’t have the strength to keep his balance.  The windows were open now.  He could see the other Weavers passed out overhead, medics hunched over them. 
 
   “Lucky thing you gave the recruits the day off.”  Jack gave up on standing.  “If we are lucky, the other Weavers will be back on their feet in time to return to their teaching duties.”
 
   “For once, I’m glad I listened to you.  If this is the effect it had on all of you, I don’t even want to think how bad it would have been for a single person.”  Nathan took a seat on the ground nearby.  “Having the other academy Weavers waiting to assist you might have just saved your life.  What went wrong?”
 
   “Nothing went wrong.  It went too well is the problem.  I never expected that.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He described to us how he sensed emotions.”
 
   “Is that why you broke transmission for a couple of minutes?”
 
   “He never should have done that.  If he was a real Weaver he never would have.”
 
   “What do you mean?  Isn’t he a Weaver?”
 
   “He might have the abilities of a Weaver, but he doesn’t have any of our sensibilities.  He described it in detail, as if it wasn’t anything special.”
 
   “I had no idea that was so important to Weavers.”
 
   “You also had the common sense never to ask.”  Jack sighed and stared at the ceiling.  “It takes a lifetime to figure out the nuances of what we sense, Nathan.  From the first time we realize we aren’t normal, a Weaver’s life becomes a slave to figuring out our abilities.  There is nothing more sacred or precious to us, and Brent just casually described it all in detail – as if he was recounting something as banal as last night’s news feed.”
 
   Nathan stared at his old friend, uncertain what to do.  It was obvious Jack was shaken, but not being a Weaver himself he had no idea if it was even possible for him to help.
 
   “Now don’t take this the wrong way,” Nathan said a last, “but how he perceived emotions, was it . . . odd?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t claim to know the first thing about Weavers or their abilities.  And I know better than to pry, but I do know there are conventions, standards and such.  The boy is unconventional, to say the least.  Is the way he senses emotions as unique?”
 
   “It’s a rare type, very rare in fact.  But it has been reported in the past.  Brent is special but not unprecedented.  However, his control is.”
 
   “Always a wrinkle with that boy.  How bad is it?”
 
   “At first it was painfully obvious he had no idea what he was doing.  But suddenly, he not only altered the girl’s emotions, but he did it with the skill of a Master.  No, that’s not right.  He did it with a level of skill beyond anything I’ve ever encountered.  He altered her so subtly that I barely noticed.  When he grew comfortable with that, he threw caution out the window.  He did the impossible, Nathan.”
 
   “Impossible?”
 
   “He broke the rules.  He didn’t just bend them or cheat somehow, he just outright broke them.”
 
   “Rules?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “Weavers can’t make you feel something.  If you are in a joyful mood we can’t make you miserable no matter what we do.  We can make you less content or more blissful, but we can’t just create emotions out of nowhere.  It just isn’t possible.”
 
   “And Brent just did that?”
 
   “Easily.  When we realized what he was doing, we all tried to stop him.  Every mature Weaver on this station tried to stop him.  We gave it all we had and barely managed to slow him down.  If he had wanted to, he could have brushed off our influence as easily as swatting a gnat.”
 
   “He’s that powerful?” Nathan asked with a furrowed brow.
 
   “I got the feeling that he was just sampling the waters.  It wasn’t his fill strength and it overwhelmed us – completely.”
 
   “What was he making her feel?” Nathan asked hesitantly.
 
   “What does that matter?” Jack asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Well, if this boy can implant whatever emotions he fancies and we’re powerless to stop him, I’d like to know what he’s going to compel us all to feel ahead of time.  It will give me a chance to enjoy other feelings before our new overlord turns us all into puppets.”
 
   Jack stared at Nathan for a while and then burst into laughter.
 
   “What?” Nathan demanded.
 
   “You really have watched too many plays,” Jack said with a warm grin.
 
   “But you said . . .”
 
   “He chose of his own free will to stop and undo what he had done.”  Jack put a reassuring hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “Once he realized we were trying to stop him, he panicked and removed his influence.  It obviously wasn’t his intent to harm the girl.”
 
   “Any permanent damage done?” Nathan asked nervously.
 
   “Thankfully, no.  Somehow, he undid every change he made in her with just as much skill as he used making the changes.  I reinforced her cheerfulness enough that she would leave without question, but that has, no doubt, already worn off.”
 
   “That explains the skipping.  Never seen combat armor skip before.”
 
   “An odd sight, I have to admit.”
 
   “So it turns out that you were right.  Again.  He is the most powerful thing we’ve ever encountered.”
 
   “He does have limits.”
 
   “A ray of hope.  It’s about time.  What kind of limits are we talking about?  Range?  Duration?”
 
   “Neither.  He doesn’t seem to have a range, and these changes didn’t seem temporary.”
 
   “So then, what limits him?”
 
   “He can only sense emotion from certain people.  If he can’t sense emotions, he can’t alter them.  It’s not much, but it is something.”
 
   “Great,” Nathan said with obvious sarcasm.  “That makes our job so much easier.  Now all we need to do is figure out why he can sense some people and not others.  If we can figure out the chain of events that gives Brent the ability to sense emotions, we can limit the number of people he can affect.”
 
   “Precisely.”  Jack futilely tried to stand again.
 
   “Could it be touch?  Maybe he needs physical contact to sense someone’s emotions.  I’ll have to make sure I wear gloves from now on . . .”
 
   “I doubt that,” Jack said with a grin.  “I helped him up last night.  He was exhausted after the two young Weavers attacked him.  I offered him my hand and then helped him keep his balance.  But today he couldn’t sense a thing from me.”
 
   “So much for that theory.  The gloves wouldn’t hurt though.  Wait a minute.  Two Weavers attacked him?  I don’t remember you telling me about that.”
 
   “It wasn’t important.  They tried to alter his emotions.  Brent resisted until the two boys tired out.  I was monitoring them all closely from just outside the room.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you a protective one.”  A female voice intruded.  “And here I thought Weavers ate their young.”
 
   Doctor Benedict was heading toward the pair with a stern look on her face.
 
   “I’m sorry, Doctor, but this is a private conversation.”  Nathan worried she’d heard about Brent.
 
   “Don’t worry, Administer.  Unlike your Weavers, I don’t eavesdrop.”  Dr. Benedict looked at Jack distastefully.  “I just wanted to give you my report.”
 
   “Can’t that wait until later?”  Nathan was relieved.
 
   “No, it can’t!”  Dr. Benedict’s shouting startled a few nearby medics.  “I’ve got twenty-seven critical Weavers, fifteen with severe trauma, and eight who can’t move and have, as they put it, ‘the migraine to end all migraines.’  And to top it all off, I don’t even have a clue as to what happened to any of them.”
 
   “Now, Doctor Benedict, I know it’s difficult, but this is a matter of utmost importance.”  Nathan tried to soothe the raging doctor.  “Any details beyond what you’ve been told are classified.  I’m sorry, that’s just . . .” 
 
   “That’s the problem!  I haven’t been told anything!”  Dr. Benedict was furious and wouldn’t be placated.  “Yesterday I had every doctor who didn’t have the day off scrambling to deal with wounded recruits, and now I’m in some dirty old building treating Weavers.  I can’t even begin to guess what’s wrong with them.  It’s a kind of exhaustion I’ve never seen before.  Add in the fact I have no idea how they got this way and I’m shooting in the dark.  I don’t even know where to start.”
 
   “Twenty-four hours of sensory deprivation for the critical with nutrients administered remotely by machine,” Jack calmly listed the treatment as if schooling a first year medical student.  “At least twelve for the ones with severe trauma, and a good night’s sleep for the ones with a bad headache.”
 
   “So, you’re a doctor now, too?” Benedict hissed.
 
   “No, but I know how to take care of myself and others like me.”  Jack weakly sat up to face the doctor.  “Now please calm down.  Nathan and I aren’t doing this to torment you.  The situation is what it is.”
 
   A thought suddenly hit the doctor, and she took a step back and blinked.
 
   “I’m mad at you.”  Dr. Benedict stared anxiously at Jack.  “I’m downright furious with you.  Why aren’t you ‘handling’ me?”
 
   “Really, doctor, he’s in no condition to do something like that,” Nathan protested.
 
   “He might be fatigued, but he’s in better shape than the rest.  He could if he wanted to.  Why aren’t you?” Dr. Benedict pressed.
 
   “As you put it, you’ve been handled enough.  I think you are entitled to feel angry when you are in an unfair situation.”
 
   The doctor flushed and angrily stomped off.  Nathan watched as she left, unsure what had just happened.
 
   “She’s lived with a Weaver before,” Jack answered Nathan’s stare.
 
   “How can you tell?”  Nathan was startled.
 
   “Whoever the Weaver was, they weren’t very skilled.  It’s imprinted in her.  The Weaver continuously abused their power over her.  There are scars there deeper than any blade could have made.”
 
   “Poor dear.  I had no idea.”
 
   “We’ve got to get a handle on Brent.  I don’t even want to imagine the damage he could do if we botch this one.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11: The Mess Hall
 
   Brent wasn’t sure which was more disturbing, the bloodthirsty angry Cassandra that tried to rip Cain limb from limb, or the prancing little girl in desperate need of either a jump rope or a good game of hopscotch.  He kept a fair distance behind the frolicking suit, uncertain if he was responsible for her change in behavior.  However, as they got farther from the examination room, Cassandra seemed to return to normal.  The skipping reverted to a mechanical walk, and her pace seemed to slow.  Suddenly, she came to a complete stop and turned to face him.
 
   “Planning on stalking me all day?” Her muffled voice was clearly irritated.
 
   “Sorry, just wanted to make sure you were all right.”  He was pleased she was back to her grumpy old self.
 
   “I’m just fine.  You, on the other hand, not sure what’s wrong with you.”
 
   “Oh?  What do you mean?”  Brent closed the distance between them to a more polite one.
 
   “You’re not what I figured.  After your performance yesterday I figured you to be some conditioned military dog.  More like a lost puppy.  Plus, what kind of lame Weaver are you supposed to be?  I didn’t feel a thing.  You sure you’re not making the whole thing up?”
 
   “You think I’m making it up?  All of it?”
 
   Brent blinked at her in honest surprise as she looked him over.
 
   “You’re right,” she said at last.  “That’s giving you way too much credit.”
 
   “If this is how you treat those who are nice to you, I’d hate to be your enemy.”
 
   “Who said you aren’t?”
 
   “Oh, come on!  I could have kept that helmet of yours.  I didn’t have to return it, you know.”
 
   “I would have made you give it back,” Cassandra grumbled.
 
   “Please, do you really think I’m scared of the ‘blushing beauty’ of the FF?”
 
   A thick black aura enveloped the girl.  With a swift movement the armor lunged at him.  Brent dived out of the way at the last moment.  Grabbing hold of the right leg, he forced the stumbling suit to the ground.  As she tried to right herself, he twisted one of the arms behind her back.
 
   “Had enough?”  Brent gloated.
 
   With a single fluid motion, the twisted arm grabbed hold of him and tossed him like a rag doll down the hallway.  As he skidded along the floor plating, he was painfully reminded she had the strength of ten troopers.  This would not end well.  Cassandra was already on her feet and charging him.  Focusing on the outline, he imagined the black fading but was careful not to do anything to it that Davis had tried to stop.
 
   As she got closer the black faded but did not disappear.  Rolling out of the way, he barely managed to avoid the suit’s fists impacting the plating.  As he scrambled to his feet, he noticed the large dent she had left.  With a sweeping motion of her right arm, she slammed Brent against the wall.  There wasn’t anything for him to work within the aura, and it was painfully obvious he didn’t stand a chance against her in a fair fight.  However, he stood by his decision not to hurt her and left the outline alone.
 
   The suit swung a fist squarely at his head.  While he was swiftly ducking, an idea occurred to him.  Jumping back a few feet, he quickly studied his attacker.  The vulnerability was still there.  Cassandra charged at him again.  She managed to grab hold of his uniform and slammed him violently against the floor.  With the wind knocked out of him, Brent’s reaction time slowed.  Her left fist landed a hair’s width from his face as he barely managed to avoid the fatal blow.  Quickly, he grabbed hold of the arm and slammed his fist on the touch pad located mid wrist.  An error tone was his only reward.  Again he brought down his fist.  Again, an error tone sounded, but there was also a familiar hiss.  Brent quickly crawled away as the suit lunged to maintain striking distance.  The helmet jiggled.
 
   After the girl swung and missed, he thrust with all his might against the midsection of the suit.  Caught off guard, she fell on her back, and the helmet rolled off.  Brent was face to face with Cassandra again.  Her face was a deep, burning red.  Horror filled her expression as she realized he was staring directly at her.  Her eyes grew moist, and tears fell down the sides of her face.
 
   Tossing Brent aside, the girl curled up into a ball.  He slammed against the wall and slowly slid down its surface.  As he got back to his feet and rubbed his sore spots, he heard the unmistakable sound of a girl crying.  The suit was hunched over itself as the girl tired to conceal her face and hide her tears.  The aura around her was a torrent of churning blue and orange.  Brent grabbed the loose helmet and sat next to her on the floor plating.  She didn’t seem to notice him as she continued weeping.
 
   “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Brent said softly.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Suddenly the suit turned on him and a fist swung at his face.  Reflexively his eyes flung shut.
 
   “You’re not going to try and dodge it?”  Cassandra sniffled.
 
   Opening his eyes, Brent was face to face with the bawled fist of the suit.
 
   “I deserve it.  If it will make you feel better, go ahead.  Just try to leave something for Medical to work with, okay?”  Brent tried to joke.
 
   A faint chuckle escaped between tears.  She lowered the fist and rested her chin on her folded arms.
 
   “You don’t have to cry.  I’m not too badly damaged.  A little banged up, but I’ll live.”  Brent tried to comfort her.
 
   “Like I care.”  Cassandra swiped at her eyes.  “I wouldn’t shed a tear over you if I was cutting onions.”
 
   “Then why the waterworks?”
 
   Angrily, she thrust her face toward him.  It was as if she was completely covered in red paint.  The puffy eyelids didn’t exactly improve the look.
 
   “Like you need to ask.  I’m a freak.  The blushing beauty of the FF, remember?”
 
   More tears flowed down her checks.  She didn’t notice as he brought up his hand.  When his hand wiped away the tears on her left cheek she instantly lurched back.
 
   “Why do you keep doing that?”  Cassandra rubbed at her left cheek.  “Do you enjoy making fun of me?”
 
   “Keep doing it?”  It took Brent a moment to remember when he had placed his hand on her forehead.  “Oh!  Last night.  I was worried you were in trouble or something.  I was checking your temperature.”
 
   “You were worried?  Checking my temperature?  Are you a moron or something?  I could have ripped your arm clean off.”
 
   “To tell you the truth, I had no idea you were a heavy-worlder when I first saw you.  Cain explained it to me later.”
 
   “What did he have to say?”
 
   “Just the basics.  Strength of ten troopers.  That kind of thing.  I’m guessing the skin color has something to do with living on a heavy gravity world.”
 
   “You know I could crush you like a bug and not break a sweat, and yet you ask something like that?”
 
   “Maybe I am a moron, but I don’t think you want to hurt anyone.”
 
   “How could you say that?  I just wiped the floor with you, literally.”
 
   “Let’s just say I know something about explosive tempers.”  He smiled to himself weakly.
 
   The girl sniffled loudly a few times as she wiped her eyes dry.
 
   “There really is something wrong with you.”  The girl shot a troubled look at him.  “You know that, right?”
 
   “How so?”  The statement had surprised him.
 
   “Not more than a minute ago I was trying to kill you, and now you are talking with me as if I was any other trooper on the station.”
 
   “You mean I’m not supposed to like people who try to kill me?” he asked with mock surprise.  “Wow, I had no idea.  I’m going to have to start strongly disliking most of the instructors I’ve met so far.”
 
   Cassandra’s face became even redder.  Brent forced his eyebrow to stay still.
 
   “Okay, if you want to belt me one, that’s fine, but I’m going to ask anyway.”  He tried not to visibly brace for a blow.  “You are okay, right?  It doesn’t hurt or anything?”
 
   “You really are worried, aren’t you?  It doesn’t hurt.  In fact, I can’t feel it at all.”
 
   “Mind if I ask why it happens?”
 
   “I do, but I’ll tell you anyways.”
 
   She turned to face him; completely forgetting she wasn’t wearing her helmet.
 
   “Okay, you know when you get really embarrassed and your face turns red, right?”  Cassandra started lecturing.
 
   “Of course.  You blush.”  Brent responded to the prompt.
 
   “Well, what is really happening is blood is rushing to your face,” Cassandra continued.  “Now, when this happens to a normal person their face grows a shade redder, nothing very noticeable.  It’s the same on any world, heavy gravity or light.  The problem is when you mix up gravities.  On my world I’m not much stronger than the average person.  However, here I’m only working in a fraction of the resistance.”
 
   “I get it.  When we landed on the heavy gravity world during the exams, we moved sluggishly and everything was harder than it should have been.  For you, it’s the opposite sensation.”
 
   “Right.  There are some problems, though.  Mixing up gravities is very dangerous, particularly in the long term.  My heart pumps an amount of blood that is exactly what my body needs to function back home.  Here it’s working over time.  If I didn’t undergo treatments every now and then, it would pump so much blood through my arteries they would rupture.”
 
   “You sure do know a lot about this, don’t you?”
 
   “If you had to get painful shots from a very big needle every few weeks, you’d ask why too.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Now, those shots regulate things so I can live on this station and not, well, die.  However, they are not exactly perfect.  While blood flow is mostly controlled, some spikes are missed – particularly involuntary ones like blushing.  They assure me it’s nothing dangerous to my health, so you don’t have to worry about me.  It’s just terribly embarrassing to turn a freakish red every time something surprises you.”
 
   “I can’t imagine.  I couldn’t stand the attention yesterday after the exams, the staring and murmuring.  It must be horrific for you.”
 
   “You’re right; you can’t imagine.”
 
   “Feel better?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That speech sounded overly rehearsed.  I bet you’ve been waiting a long time to say all that to someone.”
 
   “You know something?  You think too much.”
 
   Brent hadn’t noticed, but while the two had been talking, her face had returned to a normal hue.  If anyone saw her right now they’d have no clue she was any different from any other trooper.  Suddenly a low growl came from Cassandra’s suit.  Her face instantly reddened.
 
   “What was that?”  Brent wasn’t sure if it had been Cassandra or the suit making the noise.
 
   “Had to skip out on breakfast this morning when I volunteered,” Cassandra said sheepishly.
 
   “Same for me.  Wonder what time it’s gotten to.”
 
   “Almost ten.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Well, training starts at eight sharp.  We started a couple hours early, but that Weaver kept the two of us for a while.  I checked when we left.  We’d been walking aimlessly for quite a while.  Then we . . . well you know.”
 
   “So, is it time for a late breakfast or an early lunch?”  Brent rubbed his shoulder.
 
   “It’s a free day.  Administer gave us a second one while the recruits are retested.  So the mess hall should be fully stocked all day.”
 
   “Wait, the recruits are being retested?”
 
   “That’s what I heard.  We can check the observation deck of you want.”
 
   “I’m guessing that’s where everyone watched me from yesterday.  How about a bite to eat first?”
 
   She nodded and finally realized she was missing her helmet.  Brent quickly handed it to her.  For a moment she stared at the helmet, an odd expression on her face.  The outline flashed a color Brent couldn’t identify, something he had never seen before.  As she donned her helmet, he wondered exactly how little he knew about his “abilities.”  Together they walked down the corridor toward the mess hall.
 
   “I just had a horrible thought.”  Brent groaned.  “I have to show up at that time every morning.  Does this mean I’m going to miss breakfast every day?”
 
   Cassandra laughed.  The mess hall was lightly populated, nowhere as full as it had been when he had been there last.  He hoped it would also be lacking in a post meal brawl.
 
   “Let me get the meals – an apology for . . . earlier.”  Cassandra started off in a seemingly random direction.
 
   Brent quickly reached out and grabbed her suited hand.
 
   “Oh no you don’t.”  Brent quickly joined her side.  “Yesterday the maintenance guys served us.  If that’s not the norm, I need to know how to feed myself.  Last thing I want is to miss breakfast because of Davis and then lunch because of ignorance.”
 
   Together they made their way to what looked like a giant silver bookcase.  As they got closer, it was apparent that meals on metal plates took the place of what should have been books.  Brent watched intently as Cassandra selected a meal and waved her pad over a scanner, making sure he understood well enough to do it on his own.  A balance briefly flashed and two meals lowered to an easily reachable dispenser.
 
   “Don’t mind if I pay, do you?”  Cassandra handed the plate to him.  “I have to make it up to you somehow.”
 
   “By all means.”  He noticed the plate did not contain D rations.  “I’m not even sure if I have any money on my pad.”
 
   “Can’t have that.  Let’s find out how poor you are.”
 
   She snatched his pad before he could comment.  She selected a free glass of water and passed the pad over the scanner.  The balance read a little over fifteen thousand.
 
   “That little rat,” Cassandra grumbled as she returned the pad.
 
   “Who?”  Brent tried to put the pad back in his pocket without dropping his meal.
 
   “Cain.  I’m guessing the change is yours, but that fifteen thousand was from him.”
 
   “Really?  Why would he give me so much?”
 
   “I told him to split his winnings with you.  Enough my rear.”
 
   Cassandra worked her way to an empty table and sat down.  He sat opposite her.  She grabbed a fork and stabbed the food on her plate.  He was about to say something as she brought the fork to the reflective surface of the helmet.  As the food made contact, the surface rippled and the food and fork passed through.  Brent blinked as the fork came out of the rippling surface with the food missing.  He shook his head and focused.
 
   “Winnings?” He asked as Cassandra devoured her meal.
 
   “Oh.  Well you see . . . how do I put this . . .”  Cassandra spoke between swallowing.  “Cain’s a bookie, and he made a lot yesterday.”
 
   “Let me guess.  He bet on me and won some credits when I passed the exams.  One of the guys from maintenance told me he had most of his salary riding on me.”
 
   “Not much gets past you, does it.  How’s the food?”
 
   Brent realized he hadn’t even tasted the food yet.  The day before he had been served two squares; now in front of him was actual food.  Drumsticks from some bird, corn, toast, and some white goop that had to be mashed potatoes.  The corn and mashed potatoes were divine.
 
   “Obviously not D rations.”  He savored every bite.
 
   “Obviously.  These here are A rations.”  Cassandra had stopped eating.  “Won’t find a better meal on the academy,” she said absentmindedly.
 
   “Something wrong?”  Brent raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Behind you.  I think they are talking about you . . . don’t look!”  Cassandra scolded him as he was about to turn around.
 
   He continued to enjoy the meal as he strained to hear the conversation at the next table.
 
   “ . . .you’re joking,” a male trooper protested.
 
   “I tell you, I’m serious.  A Weaver talked to me.”  A second trooper remained firm.
 
   “Right, and Administer Bloom asks me permission to use a stall,” a third joked.
 
   “Look, you two believe what you want, but I tell you it’s the truth.”  The second insisted.  “I was waiting for a free stall when a Weaver stopped right in front of me.”
 
   “Why did he do that?”  The third was intrigued now.
 
   “No idea.  But get this.  He shook my hand.”
 
   “Now I know you are lying.”  The first trooper dismissed the whole story.
 
   “I wouldn’t believe it myself if I hadn’t been there,” the second trooper finished his story.  “He took my hand and shook it like I was some kind of diplomat.  After that, he wished me a good day and continued on his way.”
 
   “Now listen here.”  The first boy lectured the others.  “There’s a Weaver in my squad.  The division leader had to campaign for months to get her.  The girl acts like she doesn’t walk on the same ground we do, as if she floats above us, better than the rest of us.  Anyone tries to talk to her, boom, on the ground weeping.  She barely listens to the squad leader.  There is no way a Weaver shook your hand and wished you a good day.”
 
   “Oh relax.  Dougie isn’t making it up.”  Brent was surprised to recognize the voice as Marie from that morning.  “Something similar happened to the two of us.  Probably the same Weaver.”
 
   “He was very kind,” the second girl added.  “Apologized and everything.  He even did this fancy bow.”
 
   “Liz has been swooning ever since,” Marie joked.  “She won’t stop talking about it.”
 
   “Looks like you’ve got a fan club.”  Cassandra interrupted Brent’s eavesdropping.
 
   “Had no idea.”  Brent shrugged.
 
   “Is there a fee to join?  You got tee-shirts and everything?”  Cassandra chuckled.
 
   He smiled and returned to his meal.  He had almost finished it all.  It seemed a crime to leave any of it unfinished.
 
   “Liz!”  Marie’s shriek forced Brent to turn around.
 
   He instantly recognized Philip and Jamie standing menacingly near the troopers.  The first girl from that morning was cringing in fear, tears streaming down her face.  Marie was trying to snap her out of it.
 
   “So you are the ones spreading rumors about how us Weavers have gone soft?”  Jamie scowled.
 
   “Can’t have that,” Philip hissed as his face contorted.  “Have to teach you all your place.”
 
   Brent jumped out from the table and tossed his plate at Philip.  The plate hit its mark, and the boy tumbled over the table behind him.  Liz was still shaking.  Apparently just knocking out a Weaver didn’t end their manipulations.
 
   “Philip J. Rollins, James H. Turner,” Brent barked their names.  “You two detestable pieces of garbage.  Why not pick on someone who can fight back?”
 
   It worked perfectly.  As he hoped, Jamie instantly forgot about the troopers and focused his attention on him.  Now that the troopers were in the clear, the only problem left was to deal with was the fact Brent couldn’t actually fight back.
 
   “You again.  I’m willing to bet this is all your fault.”  Jamie helped his partner up.  “Putting strange ideas in their heads.”
 
   Together, the two stared him down.  Philip’s face contorted; Jamie’s eye twitched.  Brent could feel the rage building within him.  His muscles tensed as they cried out for blood.  It was all he could do to contain the rage bubbling within him.  A sudden jolt of pain in his hands demanded his attention.  For a moment he panicked as he realized his hand was on fire.  It took him a moment to get over the shock.  His hands weren’t actually on fire, but they were engulfed in a blackening aurora that danced like fire.  Focusing on his the light, Brent imagined the black fading and turning into the same sort of outline Cassandra had.  Almost instantly, the black completely disappeared.  Philip and Jamie took a stunned step back.
 
   “You know those two, Brent?” Cassandra asked in astonishment.
 
   “Would you look at that?  You’ve already got a friend.”  Jamie grinned sinisterly.  “Thanks for giving us a easy target.”
 
   At once, Jamie’s eye started twitching.  Brent spun to find the aura around Cassandra was changing to a pale yellow.  He imagined the yellow fading away.  The color slowly faded but nowhere as rapidly as the black had in his own aura.  He focused everything he had on the aura.  No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t keep the yellow at bay.  As soon as he had weakened the yellow somewhere another surge would flash somewhere else in the outline.  Suddenly Brent was on the floor, his head throbbing.  Another metal plate rattled nearby.
 
   “Like to throw things, do you?”  Philip laughed.
 
   Returning to his feet, he found Cassandra completely engulfed in yellow, the suit visibly shaking.  The helmet glanced around fleetingly, as if looking for something that wasn’t really there.
 
   “Aw, looks like you lost.”  Jamie turned on the trooper at the other table.  “Too bad.  Now for the others.”
 
   The troopers backed away, preparing for the worst.  Marie was still hovering over Liz.  Brent stared helplessly; he couldn’t see any other auroras or outlines.  He wouldn’t let the two win without a fight.  He jumped over the table and dived on Jamie.  Jamie hit the floor hard.  Brent slugged the downed Weaver.  Again, a massive pain throbbed through Brent’s skull as he fell to the floor.  Rolling over, he glimpsed Philip still holding a metal plate.  Philip swung it down hard on Brent.
 
   Brent barely had time to block the blow with his right arm.  Stinging pain flashed through the entire length of his exposed arm.  Philip raised the plate, preparing for another attack.  As Philip swung the plate down, Brent shoved Jamie into its path.  It made a sickening snapping sound as it impacted.  Philip was momentarily stunned as he realized he had just hit the wrong Weaver.  Brent stood and tore the plate out of Philips hands and tossed it away.
 
   “Like to pick on those weaker than you?”  Brent asked Philip as he balled his fist.
 
   Philip tried to retreat as Brent landed a knockout blow against his chin.  Philip fell to the floor like a wet noodle.  He lifted the two off the floor and sat them at an empty table.  They moaned in pain.
 
   “Now, you two listen, and listen good.”  Brent didn’t have to force the malice in his voice.  “Davis warned you not to use your abilities when he isn’t around.  If he hears about this, I’m sure he’ll have some embarrassing punishment lined up for you.  But you listen closely.  If I ever catch you, or even hear of you using your abilities on troopers, I . . . will . . . kill . . . you.  Do you understand?”
 
   Brent released his tight control over his emotions and let the black fully envelop him to drive home the point.  The two boys dared not answer as they stared at him in abject terror.  They both nodded over and over.
 
   “Good, now get out of here and don’t you even think about getting revenge on any of these troopers.”  Brent lifted the two to their feet.  “If you so much as lay a finger on any of them, I will find you.  I will end you.”
 
   As quickly as they could, the pair hobbled off.  He suddenly realized every trooper in hearing distance was staring at him.  Turning, he found the five troopers and Cassandra staring at him blankly.  He breathed a sigh of relief that none of them were convulsing any longer.  As Brent took a step forward, his foot slipped on the floor.  He managed to maintain his balance as he looked down.  A small coating of what had been the remains of his lunch coated the floor.
 
   “What a waste,” He grumbled to himself.
 
   The nearby troopers burst into victorious laughter.  Brent climbed over the table and returned to his seat.
 
   “Looks like you do know something about explosive tempers,” Cassandra chuckled.
 
   “You all right?”  Brent ignored her comment.
 
   “I think so.  A minute ago I had the most disturbing sensation I was being watched.”  She cringed as she thought about it.  “It was horrifying.”
 
   “Excuse me,” a timid voice came from behind Brent.
 
   Turning, he found Liz nervously standing behind him.
 
   “I wanted to thank you for stepping in.”  She was blushing softly as she spoke.  “You really saved us.”
 
   “The same goes for all of us.”  Marie patted Liz firmly on the shoulder.
 
   “Don’t worry about it”.  Brent was uncomfortable under the praise and wasn’t sure what to say.  “Anyone would have done that.”
 
   “So modest, too!”  Marie leaned closer.  “Hey, can I ask a you a favor?”
 
   “What is it?”  Brent worried what she wanted.
 
   “Could you do that fancy bow again?”  Marie winked suggestively.  “Liz loves it.”
 
   A loud thud startled Brent.  Cassandra had slammed her fist against the table.  Gathering her plate she quickly stormed off.  An odd teal color surrounded her.
 
   “Would you excuse me?”  He quickly got up and followed after her.
 
   After a few steps, he paused.  Turning, he quickly bowed to the girls and continued after Cassandra.  She was storming down a corridor; the other troopers hugged the wall as she passed, staying out of her way.
 
   “You all right?”  Brent asked as he caught up.
 
   “Not going to play with your fan club?”  She was clearly upset.
 
   “That’s what’s got you so mad?  It’s not like I wanted to get into a fight.  Although, that seems to happen every time I step foot in there . . .”
 
   “Don’t try to be funny.  I know you’d rather be with them.  Cute little girls who don’t flash red.”
 
   “Okay, now you are just being stupid.”
 
   The suit turned on him and grabbed his neck.  Brent’s feet dangled as she lifted him toward the ceiling.
 
   “Sorry, not buying it,” he rasped.  “The ‘I’m a big scary monster’ trick is so ten minutes ago.” 
 
   Despite herself, Cassandra laughed a single time and set him down.
 
   “Maybe that helmet of yours is on too tight or something.”  Brent rubbed his throat.
 
   “You looking for a fight?” she asked as the anger in her voice faded.  “Or maybe you just like it in Medical.”
 
   “Not really.  The nurses have a bedside manner that makes you look like a gentle kitten.  Now get this through that fishbowl on your head.  I don’t buy the evil monster act.  You are just a girl, on equal footing with any other trooper on this station.  A little stronger with a penchant for dramatics maybe, but, aside from that, you are just like any other girl on this station.”
 
   “You know, you talk too much, too.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Now are you going to take me to the observation deck?”
 
   “Wait, you still want to go with me?”
 
   “You are the one who thinks I need to stay away from mortal threats.  I happen to be neutral on the subject.  They seem to seek me out anyways, and if someone is going to kill me, I might as well enjoy their company while I can.”
 
   “There is something seriously wrong with you.”  Cassandra laughed heartily.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12: The War Room
 
   The observation room was immense, even bigger than the mess hall.  Massive screens lined every wall.  Brent could make out an instructor shouting at some recruits as they performed grueling feats.
 
   “Does it really need to be so big?” he asked in wonder.
 
   “Of course.”  It was obvious Cassandra didn’t share his wonder.  “Any smaller and you wouldn’t be able to cram every trooper on the station in here.”
 
   “Does it get that crowded?”
 
   “Of course.  Yesterday at this time this place was filled to capacity.”
 
   “So, why is it so empty?”
 
   “You are the perceptive one.  Why ask me?  My guess is people got what they wanted yesterday and aren’t really interested in watching a second round of exams.”
 
   Cassandra took a seat in one of the thousands of chairs.  Surveying the various monitors, he realized he didn’t recognize a single person.  As they watched the exams, Brent noticed they seemed much more simplistic than the ones he had gone through.  It dawned on him that each recruit was alone when they took the exams.
 
   “So recruits are tested individually?”  Brent asked.
 
   “Normally.  Yesterday was unique.”  Cassandra was obviously bored.  “There are some exams that use groups for certain parts, but most of them are done one at a time.”
 
   “Wonder why they didn’t want to retest me.”
 
   “I’d think that would be obvious.  You passed every single exam.  On top of that you led everyone in your group to pass, too.  Making you do it all again would be a waste of time.”
 
   “I suppose.”  He glanced at her and studied the outline for a moment before clearing this throat.  “Listen.  I have a proposal for you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Back in the mess hall I couldn’t stop them from altering your emotions.  I don’t like being helpless . . .”
 
   “Stop right there.  I’m not about to be your test subject.  It was freaky.  One minute I was just fine, the next I was trembling – eyes were everywhere, each one of them staring at me.  I’m not going to experience that again.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.  I was going to ask if you wouldn’t mind spending some time with me.”
 
   Cassandra was silent for a moment.
 
   “What for?”  Her voice was nervous.
 
   “Well, of all the people on this station, you are the only one I can sense.”  Brent watched as her outline flashed a reddish orange.  “Despite that, I still can’t understand half of what I see.  I was thinking that if I could spend time with you I might get a better understanding of my abilities.”
 
   “So you plan to do what exactly?  Follow me around and watch me like a hawk?  Think I’d prefer the imaginary stares.”
 
   “I have something a little more productive than that in mind.  Do we get any free time?  When we don’t have the day off, I mean.”
 
   “Well, we have general training in the mornings.  After that, we have a couple of hours for lunch.  Then we have specialized training until evening.  After that, we are free to do what we want.  The more prestigious divisions have their own training sessions, but the FF is pretty laid back until our trials come up.  So I guess from about six on we don’t have anything we have to do.”
 
   “All right.  Would you mind watching 3Ps with me?”  He paused and thought for a moment.  “Is ‘watching’ the right term?  Should I say experience or view or something?”
 
   Cassandra flared a bright orange.
 
   “Watching is fine.  I wouldn’t mind that,” Cassandra said sheepishly.  “But I get to decide which 3Ps.  If I’m going to be your lab rat, I might as well get some enjoyment out of it.” 
 
   “Can I make suggestions?”  Brent suddenly wondered what a super strong female would pick for entertainment.
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “Brent!  Cassandra!  Didn’t expect to find you two here,” a familiar voice shouted down the observation room.
 
   “Of course,” Cassandra grumbled.  “I’m having a good day for the first time in a long while, and Cain has to come along and ruin it.”
 
   “Taking more bets, Cain?”  Brent shouted back.
 
   “Who told you about that?”  Cain stared at Cassandra as he took a seat nearby.
 
   “Don’t look at me.  He figured it out all by himself.  He’s a big boy,” Cassandra said mockingly.
 
   “So, your brilliance isn’t limited to exams.”  Cain grinned widely, ignoring Cassandra.  “To answer your question, I’ve got the day off, too.  It’s the next grade’s turn to handle betting, poor things.”
 
   “The next grade?” Cassandra asked, half interested.  “Shouldn’t you still be taking bets?”
 
   “Nope,” he said, sounding downright gleeful.  “Apparently there hasn’t been a case of retesting in the last few hundred years, so as far as procedure is concerned, this is a new run of exams.  We won’t manage an exam for a while now.  Good thing, too.  Our young friend really caused us some pain yesterday.”
 
   “What did I do?”  Brent asked defensively.
 
   “Not much, besides almost bankrupting us.  For the first time in a very long while, a recruit passed all exams.  Not just that, a recruit with no formal training and without a military heritage.  When all was said and done, the odds against you were forty-one point two to one.”  Cain chuckled.
 
   “Sorry to be such a burden to you.”  Brent wasn’t sure how to respond.
 
   “No worries.  You put on such a good show, people were tripping over themselves to place more wagers.  Even with the chunk Administer Bloom took out of the profits, we actually managed to make some spare credits for ourselves.”  Cain winked at Cassandra.
 
   “So, if you aren’t taking bets, what are you doing here?”  Cassandra sneered
 
   “Just trying to keep boredom at bay.  The other troopers are lazing around; nothing interesting there.  The leaders are locked up in Leonard’s quarters, no doubt strategizing on how they’ll use Brent in the next trial.”  Cain idly watched the monitors for a moment before growing bored with them.  “Speaking of which, how did Weaver training go?”
 
   “How did you know about that?”  Cassandra probed.
 
   “Give me some credit.  Even a second rate bookie keeps a hand on the pulse of the academy.  You’d be surprised what I know,” Cain gloated.
 
   “If that’s the case, then why don’t you tell us how I did?” Brent asked.
 
   “Touché.”  Cain chuckled.  “Any plans for the rest of the night?  Despite my best efforts, I’ve run out of things to do to amuse myself.”
 
   Brent noticed Cassandra’s suit stiffened.
 
   “Not really.  Have something in mind?”
 
   “It’s funny you should ask . . .”  Cain grinned.
 
   “I’m not going to like this, am I?” Cassandra moaned.
 
   Cain jumped up and headed toward the exit.  As Brent got up, Cassandra grabbed his arm.
 
   “Thanks for not telling Cain about the 3Ps.”  Cassandra was earnestly thanking him.
 
   “It’s none of his business.  If you want it a secret, I won’t tell a single person,” he reassured her.
 
   Hesitantly, Cassandra followed after Cain.  After a long stroll down the corridors, Cain stood beside a doorway, gesturing them inside like a waiter.  The door slid open to the sounds of cheering and other sounds of an excited crowd.  Cain easily guided the two through the large group of troopers to the center of the room.  A thick blue haze filled the room.  In the center of the room was a large glowing table.  Miniature troopers were firing at one another.  An actual trooper sat on each of the four corners of the large table.  Brent noticed the replica troopers on the table were divided into four different colors.  When one of the miniatures was hit by an energy burst from an enemy rifle, it burst into a small explosion of light.
 
   “What is this, Cain?” Cassandra asked uncomfortably.
 
   “Technically?  This is the ‘historical reenactment center.’  Unofficially, it’s called the war room.”  Cain grinned as he eyed the crowd.  “That grid can mimic any landscape from any battle in the mainframe.  Troopers then guide the forces present in the actual battle – see if they could have done better than the generals of the past.  I’m no good at it, but then I can’t bet on myself, so I don’t have any reason to be.”  He winked at Cassandra before laughing.
 
   “Betting?”  Cassandra was obviously annoyed.  “Is that all you ever think about?”
 
   “A man’s got to eat.  Plus, I didn’t bring you here for that.  I thought Brent might like to give it a try.”  Cain patted his shoulder.
 
   “Me?” Brent asked in surprise, his focus mostly on the illuminated battle rather than the bickering.
 
   “After yesterday I thought you might like something with a little more challenge.”  Cain was waving at someone in the distance.
 
   “What’s up, Cain?”  A short trooper with a lisp seemed to come out of nowhere.
 
   “Got you a new commander.”  Cain turned Brent toward the short trooper.
 
   “Now wait a minute . . .”  Brent protested.
 
   “Doesn’t look all that tough,” the trooper said with his lisp as he looked Brent over  in a manner that vaguely reminded him of show animal inspections.  “You sure he’s commander material?
 
   “I personally guarantee he will give you a decent show.”  Cain smiled like a blissful idiot.
 
   “Good enough for me.”  The trooper grabbed Brent and drug him into the crowd.
 
   “Where are they taking him?” Cassandra asked when she lost track of the two.
 
   “Getting him suited up.”  Cain patted her shoulder.  “Can’t have him in a Weaver’s uniform; put off too many troopers.  Don’t worry.  He’ll do fine.  Enjoy the show.”
 
   A disappointed groan filled the crowd as the table dimmed and the battle ended.  The victorious trooper stood up and waved his hands in triumph while the others slammed the dim table with fists of anger and disappointment.  The short trooper with a lisp whispered to one of the losers.  Angrily the loser got up and left the table, instantly blending into the crowd.  To Cassandra’s surprise, Brent took his place, dressed in an overly dramatic black and red cape with a collar that reached above his ears.
 
   “What exactly is he wearing?” she asked.
 
   “No idea.”  Cain shrugged.  “Looks like some kind of vampire doesn’t he?  Rick used to be a tailor before he took over this place.  Likes to use his leftover costumes.  He says it spices up the action.”
 
   Despite the ridiculous outfit, Brent seemed calm.  The table illuminated again.
 
   “Well, no surprises there!” a loud voice shouted over the PA.  “Terrance wiped out the enemy just as it happened in the history books.  Now we have a treat for you, an untested commander!  Fresh meat.  Being put to the ultimate test for the first time.  Place your bets and select the battlefield.  I have it on good account this new commander isn’t to be taken lightly.  It’s up to you to prove me wrong.  Don’t you dare go easy on him!”
 
   “Rick always had a flare for the dramatic.”  Cain laughed.
 
   “We pick the battle?”  Cassandra was skeptical.
 
   “Of course.”  Cain was already tapping on his pad.  “When we entered the room your pad was synced up with the grid.  It’s all hush hush, but the boys down in maintenance get a discount when they attend, so no one makes a fuss.”
 
   A long list of planets waited Cassandra’s selection.  When she tapped on one at random, a list of battles popped up.  Selecting again at random, a map of the battlefield showed the main forces and prompted her to select which commander would control what forces.  Not remembering the particular battle Cassandra randomly selected.  When she finished, a new screen displayed, prompting her how much she wanted to wager on which commander.”
 
   “Cain!”  Cassandra was furious.
 
   “Don’t blame me.  How else do you think Rick pays for all this?  Just put some paltry sum on Brent and try to enjoy yourself.”  Cain had already finished and was awaiting the start.
 
   Angrily, Cassandra moved to tap the cancel prompt.  Hesitating, she changed her mind and reluctantly wagered twenty credits on Brent.  She then folded her arms and honestly tried to relax.
 
   “That’s it!  All wagers are in.  Let’s see where the new commander is fighting today . . . that’s just mean!”  The crowd was eating up Rick’s overly dramatic announcing.  “You all must be the most detestable gang of scum the academy has ever seen – I love it.  Our newcomer will be fighting on none other than . . . Listrad!”
 
   The crowd roared with approval, although the world didn’t mean anything to Cassandra.
 
   “One of the most gruesome, bloodiest, contested worlds of the Great Divide!” the announcer shouted.  “Let’s see if you are all as depraved as I hope you are . . . you don’t disappoint!  I’m so proud.  The battle of three claws!  Of all the history of Listrad, you picked the most grisly battle of them all.  It brings me to tears.”
 
   “Laying it on a bit thick, isn’t he?” Cassandra asked Cain.
 
   “Yeah, isn’t it wonderful?”  Cain chuckled.
 
   Brent couldn’t make out the crowd beyond the blue haze of the large table.  A prompt appeared in front of him explaining the battle.  The battle of three claws was a massive assault on the Shard Citadel on the southern coast of the main continent.  The other three troopers were to command the human forces while Brent got the losing position of the Shard Citadel about to be overrun.  He couldn’t resist chuckling at the familiar scenario.
 
   “Would you listen to that?!” the announcer shouted instantly.  “He mocks you!”  The announcer stirred up the crowd.  “You throw the best you’ve got at him, and the new commander laughs at you!  And I thought you all were cruel; this guy is downright evil!”
 
   Brent couldn’t see them, but he could hear the laughter and jeering.  The crowd was being whipped into a frenzy.  Apparently, the announcer was good at his job.  The prompt continued on that his objective wasn’t just to defend the Citadel but to wipe out the opposing forces.  They really didn’t want him to succeed.  A list of units at his disposal came up.  He found it odd that he was defending with Commonwealth troops.  At the bottom of the prompt, it asked him if he was happy with the make up of his forces.
 
   Brent tapped “no.”  A new screen popped up.  On the left hand side were dozens of possible units; on the right was his pre-selected force.  He searched the page until he found what he wanted.  A small font on the extreme bottom edge of the screen read “historically accurate units.”  He tapped it and a large red prompt flashed asking if he was sure he wanted to use historically accurate units.  Tapping in the affirmative, Brent read a second prompt in an even brighter red warning him that he was about to use Shard units.  Finally, he was prompted what units he wanted to use.  There were no preset configurations.
 
   “We got ourselves a thinker!  His foes have already selected and placed their forces.”  The announcer was keeping the crowd interested while Brent selected his units.  “Our new commander likes to take his time.  Only time will tell if that will save him.”
 
   Content with his choices, Brent accepted them and quickly placed his units strategically around the Citadel.  At once the battle began.  Smoke trails etched through the simulated sky; the opposing commanders were already bombarding him with artillery.  He feverously tapped at his command console.  His units snapped to his orders.  The warheads impacted in bright flashes.  The flashes subsided, leaving small craters.
 
   “Ouch!” the accounted shouted almost melodically.  “That’s got to hurt.  Terrance takes a commanding lead, bombarding seven of the new commander’s units out of existence.  How will the new commander respond?  Looks like he is mobilizing his . . . what are those things the new commander is using?”  The announcer tripped over his own tongue.
 
   Brent pressed the momentary lull as the artillery reloaded.  A half dozen large silver cubes on dual treads moved into position.  With a single order from him, they launched their ordinance.  Each one spilt down its middle as a swarm of small missiles erupted from within the cubes.  A second barrage of artillery fire smoked through the sky.  The missiles from Brent’s Strikers intercepted the warheads and zeroed in on the artillery platforms.  His three opponents gasped as their entire set of artillery pieces erupted in flashes of light.  With his three enemies stunned, he launched a counter strike, moving a squad of Slashers toward each of their main bases.
 
   “Looks like the new commander threw us all a curve ball.”  The announcer recovered from the surprise.  “Instead of using Commonwealth forces, he has chosen to go for pure historical accuracy.  The new commander is fielding Shard units against our seasoned commanders.  I guess it’s official.  He is evil.  Take him down a notch boys!”
 
   The shouting of the announcer snapped the other commanders out of their confusion.  They each mounted defensive lines against the approaching Slashers.  The fire from the Commonwealth troopers didn’t phase the tripods.  The enemy commander in green had focused almost entirely on artillery and other heavy weapons; the Shards ran through the few base defenders he had chosen.  The Shards sacked the base, eliminating the commander from the battle.
 
   “The first kill of the match is also the first kill of the new commander’s career!  Curtis is down for the count.  Can Terrance and Kinsley hold him off?”  The announcer tried to hide the fact he was as stunned as Curtis.
 
   Terrance’s brown forces managed to destroy the shards before they could reach his base.  Kinsley’s blue hadn’t been so lucky, as two tripods survived long enough to decimate most of his forces.  Whatever he had left abandoned the base and hightailed it to Terrance’s base.  Brent moved the Strikers back; with no long range units left, their interceptor missiles would be useless now.  Terrance and Kinsley fortified their combined base.  Without their ranged units, the two had to rethink their battle plans.  All Brent had to do now was bide his time.  Terrance moved a squad of heavy armor toward the Shard Citadel base while Kinsley followed a fair distance behind.  Their treads menacingly ripped at the terrain as they edged closer to the Brent’s forces.
 
   It was apparent they were trying to provoke him into moving some of his defensive forces into an ambush.  Brent ordered the surviving Slashers in the green base to head toward the remains of Kinsley’s base.  Terrance continued to edge closer to the Citadel, his armor training their turrets on the weak points of the Citadel.  When the armor was just far enough from Terrance’s main base Brent ordered the Slashers in Kinsley’s old base to charge.  With incredible speed the tripods lunged down the path Kinsley’s forces had used only minutes prior.  Kinsley panicked and moved all his remaining forces to intercept.  With Terrance’s armor unprotected, the Slashers on defense rushed them.  Hastily switching targets, the tanks fired everything they had on the approaching tripods, but the targets were too nimble and dodged most of the massive bolts of energy.  Kinsley annihilated the Slashers running in from his old base, but it had cost Terrance dearly.  From beyond the grid, Brent watched Terrance throw something at Kinsley.
 
   “Looks like a division in the ranks!  The new commander used a brilliant feint attack to take out some of Terrance’s main forces.”  The announcer almost seemed to be rooting for Brent.  “Looks like all that thinking paid off in the end.  Terrance has a single squad of heavy armor left and he’ll need to keep it safe if he plans to put a dent in that Citadel!”
 
   Brent was only moments away from the end game, but his foes weren’t in the right position.  He ordered the Strikers to take firing positions on the enemy base.  He knew they couldn’t do anything, as their interceptor missiles were useless without something to intercept.  He hoped the opposing two commanders were ignorant of that fact.  Kinsley’s forces quickly returned to Terrance’s base.  Noticing the moving cubes, Terrance positioned all his forces in a circle around his remaining armor.  Kinsley joined Terrance’s forces, making a looser circle around the armor.  Almost there.
 
   Brent ordered the Strikers to space themselves equally around the enemy base.  As the cubes complied, Terrance’s forces trained their weapons on them.  Kinsley’s forces followed suit.  Every remaining unit in the Commonwealth base was completely focused on the Strikers.  Perfect.  Brent tapped a single command and rested back in his seat.  Terrance noticed his opponent relaxing; his eyes widened.  Out of the ground burst seven Slashers.  They instantly started swinging their blades in their dance of death.  Before Terrance or Kinsley could even realize what was happening, their forces were completely wiped out.  Terrance jumped to his feet and pointed at Brent.
 
   “Cheater!”  Terrance was nearly foaming at the mouth.  “He rigged the grid!”
 
   “Now, now Terrance.  No name-calling.”  The announcer tried to calm down the irate commander.  “Let’s see if we can’t shed some light on this mess.”
 
   The grid seemed to pulse as the terrain turned transparent.  Just outside the Citadel where the initial artillery had impacted were seven tunnels.  The “craters” were mole holes where Brent’s Slashers had dug into the ground when the warheads flashed.  Everything that followed was a diversion as the Slashers tunneled under the map.  The four tunnels headed toward the green and blue bases changed course about half way across the map toward Terrance’s base.  With all of his foes amassed in one spot and their attention diverted, the ambush went perfectly.
 
   “I’ve heard of the hundred meter dash but the hundred meter burrow?  Looks like we have a new one for the tactic books.”  The announcer shouted over the crowd.  “The new commander pulls it off.  A first time win!”
 
   With the volume of the crowd’s shouting, it hadn’t been so easy a feat for the announcer to be heard.  Over all, it wasn’t a supportive sound the crowd was making.  Jeering and protests were the loudest.  Brent felt a tug at his elbow.  The short trooper with a lisp was gesturing for him to follow.  Quickly complying, he could hear the sounds of a fight breaking out behind him.  The short trooper guided him to the rear of the room and out a side doorway.  The other troopers were too busy shouting angrily to notice his departure.
 
   “Now, I don’t want to hear you saying I never take you to nice places.”  Cain was already waiting for him in the hallway.
 
   “Are they going to be all right in there?”  Cassandra asked the short trooper.
 
   “You kidding?  They love this kind of thing,” the trooper lisped happily.  “We’ll have twice as many troopers tomorrow!” 
 
   “See?”  Cain grinned.  “Everyone had a pleasant evening, I trust.”
 
   “Evening?”  Brent was puzzled.  “How long were we in there?”
 
   “Time flies when you are teaching troopers a lesson in humility.”  Cain chuckled.
 
   “It’s a little after eight.”  Cassandra didn’t sound bored at all.
 
   “And you’ll never guess.  Sandra didn’t complain once!”  Cain grinned.  “Well at first she did, but after things started, I dare say she got into it.  She was one of your most vocal supporters.”
 
   “That’s enough, Cain,” she said irritably.
 
   “Well, I’d love to stick around and spar with Sandra, but I have a hot date.”  Cain gloated.
 
   “You?  On a date?”  Cassandra was shocked.  “With who?”
 
   “A girl down in maintenance.  What can I say; I have a thing for working girls.”  Cain shrugged.
 
   “Don’t let us keep you; enjoy yourself.”  Brent had the feeling Cassandra’s jaw was hanging open behind her helmet.
 
   “I plan to.  A nice romantic dinner followed by a shared 3P.  Just standard dating fair, but sometimes the simple pleasures in life are the best ones.  Don’t wait up.”  Cain winked as he departed.
 
   “Just when I thought I had him figured out,” Brent mumbled to himself.  “Given his over the top nature, I never would have figured he’d enjoy the simple things.”
 
   Realizing Cassandra had gone silent, he glanced at her.  A thick orange and red was blazing around her.
 
   “So, Cassandra?”  he interrupted her reverie.
 
   “Yes?” she responded, half listening.
 
   “Would you like to join me for some dinner?”
 
   The helmet quickly spun and locked on him; the red aura doubled in size and intensity.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “My treat.”  Brent grabbed her arm and pulled her along.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For taking so long, and to make up for not turning Cain down in the first place.  I know you didn’t want to go with him.”
 
   “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.  I actually enjoyed myself.”
 
   The mess hall was much more full than it had been earlier, but most of the plethora of tables were still empty.  It took Brent a while to find the right spot.  Finding what he had in mind, he took Cassandra and sat her down before running off to fetch the meals.  It turned out that A rations cost thirty credits each, while D rations cost three.  Carefully balancing the two plates, Brent returned to the waiting suit of armor.  He placed the meals on the table as he took his seat.  As Cassandra reached for her utensil, he grabbed her hand.
 
   “I have a single request before we start.”  He braced for a blow.
 
   “Oh?”  Cassandra sounded surprised.
 
   “No faceplate.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding.”  Swirls of blue and black danced in her outline.  “Not a chance.”
 
   “Look around you.  Not a single trooper for at least four tables.  Plus, you are facing the wall.  Even if someone did look your way all they would see is the back of your helmet.”
 
   Cassandra glanced around, checking out his story.
 
   “Why do you care?”  She was trying to negotiate her way out of it, but the black had faded away so at least she wasn’t mad at him.
 
   “I’ve been talking to my reflection all day.  Although, I can see how that might be an attractive concept for a narcissist like Cain.  Do you think the girl from maintenance wears a suit like yours?” Brent joked.
 
   Cassandra burst into laughter.
 
   “Fine, I give.  If it means that much to you, I’ll do it.”  She made it clear he was forcing her.
 
   She tapped at the panel on her left wrist, and the faceplate obscuring her face vanished.
 
   “Better?”  Cassandra was a deep red.
 
   “Much.”  Brent smiled and started eating.
 
   “Don’t get used to it.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Tell me, how did you know those tripod things could do that?”  Cassandra’s table manners were impeccable with the faceplate removed.
 
   “Well, on the last exam I had to use them a bit.  I noticed their blades could cut into the metal surface of the world like it was butter.  Figured digging through soft dirt would have to be easy in comparison.”
 
   “And those blocky things?”
 
   “You mean the Strikers?”
 
   “They have a name?”
 
   “Of course.  Everything has a name.  Couldn’t very well command my blocky things to attack their human things.”  Brent smiled.
 
   “I suppose not.”  Cassandra chuckled.
 
   “So how much did Cain win?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, Cain took us somewhere.  Obviously there was money to be made.”
 
   “I don’t really care.  All he cares about is getting his hands on more credits.  He’d sell his soul if he could get a good enough deal on it.”
 
   “You know, this is a vast improvement.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Talking to someone else’s face is so much more interesting than just watching your own.”
 
   “Why bring that up?”  Cassandra’s face flashed red.
 
   “Not sure.”  Brent smiled sinisterly.
 
   “You rat!  You just want to see me turn red!  That’s it isn’t it.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Doesn’t it bother you at all?” Cassandra asked, obviously stunned.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Not even a little?”
 
   “Not even a little.”
 
   “There is something seriously wrong with you, you do know that right?”
 
   “I’ve gathered you think that, yes.”  Brent chuckled.
 
   “Oh, shut up and eat.”  Cassandra smiled as she focused on her meal.
 
   The two ate their meal with only some light conversation.  It was obvious Cassandra was deep in thought.  Odd colors would dance around her outline, but he had no idea what any of them meant.  He wondered what might be bothering her as he ate the last bite of his corn.
 
   “Brent?”  Cassandra’s voice was troubled.
 
   “Yes?”  He prepared for the worst.
 
   “What are you going to do about the trial?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Cain said the division leaders were plotting how to use you.”  Cassandra leaned over and started whispering.  “What happens when they find out you can only sense me?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought about it.  I suppose I’ll just take the position of a standard trooper.”
 
   “Leonard won’t like it.”
 
   “What is Leonard going to do?  Offer me up to the other divisions?  He knows I’m too valuable for that.”
 
   “That’s exactly why he’ll offer you up.  He could get a dozen skilled troopers in exchange for you, probably more.”
 
   “It’s more complex than that.  Right now Leonard is the leader of what I gather is the worst division in the academy, or at least the one held in the lowest regard.  As long as he has me, he has an ace up his sleeve.”
 
   “An ace up his sleeve?  I don’t get it.”
 
   “The other divisions saw my performance on the exams, right?  Even if they think the FF is incapable of victory on their own, they have to admit the FF has a shiny new toy that could give them an edge.  This puts those facing us in the trial at a disadvantage; they are no longer certain of victory.  Even if it is only a small voice in the back of their heads, it’s still loud enough to make them hesitate at the wrong time.  Make mistakes they normally wouldn’t make.  If Leonard even hints that he wants to trade me away, the other divisions will wonder why.”
 
   “No one wants to get rid of a perfect weapon . . .”
 
   “Exactly.  They will know something is wrong.  That I’m not the super weapon they think I am.  If they realize that, the psychological edge the FF has now is gone.”
 
   “So we’ve got you until the next trial.  What about after that?”
 
   “That depends on how we do.  In any case, I’ll face that when the time comes.  For now, I’d rather worry about getting out of here before I get into another brawl.”
 
   Cassandra chuckled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Well, that answered one question.  Cassandra liked war stories.  After their meal, she took him to the main repository.  Countless 3Ps to pick from and she instantly zeroed in on a period piece set a couple of hundred years ago about some minor rebellion on some nameless world.  For the next two hours the two engaged in guerilla warfare in a muggy, bug-filled jungle.  There had been only one upside to the whole experience.  In the 3P, Cassandra had appeared without the armored suit.  She was in the fatigues of the rebel faction with the strength of a normal person.  It was refreshing to watch as she struggled along without her super strength.  By the end of the 3P, they had fought off countless troopers and managed to take control of the capital.  Brent was shocked that they hadn’t needed a shower after the ordeal.  When the 3P had shut down, they were in the exact shape they had started in, not one sweat stain or bug bite to be found.
 
   “Well?”  Cassandra asked expectantly as they headed back toward the division’s quarters.
 
   “Well what?”  He was still searching for the imaginary bug bites that were making him itch.
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself?”
 
   “I think the better question is if those bugs enjoyed making a meal out of me.”
 
   “The itching should go away any minute.  Once you get used to 3Ps, you won’t have any residuals.
 
   “That’s good to know.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “Did you have a good time, despite the bugs?”
 
   “I actually did.  Good choice.”  He knew she would keep hounding him until she got a yes or no answer.
 
   “Excellent.  Guess I’ll see you tomorrow then.  Night.”  Cassandra ran off ahead of him.
 
   As she disappeared around a corner, Brent watched the bright red outline surrounding her march into the distance.  Despite the unpleasantness of the 3P, he had learned a little.  When he hadn’t been swatting some bug, he had been observing her.  He didn’t dare alter it, but he had quickly realized that her aurora was much stronger in the 3P than in real life.  These nightly 3Ps could teach Brent a great deal, that was if he could endure Cassandra’s choices.  A powerful urge to scratch overcame him.  As he reached for the source of the itch, he wondered how insects always attacked the small area he couldn’t reach.  Just an inch short.  He paused in the corridor and stretched as far as he could to reach the itch.  Just as Brent was about to reach the spot, a trooper ran right into him, knocking him over.
 
   “Watch where you are going! . . . Brent?”  Cain chuckled as he realized whom he had just run over.
 
   “That’s me.”  He got to his feet, his back still itching.  “What’s the hurry?”
 
   “No hurry, just a little distracted that’s all.”
 
   “Distracted?  Your date go badly?”
 
   “Not at all!  It was perfect!”  Cain grinned widely.  “Already got a second in the works.  It was the 3P that sealed the deal.”
 
   “What’s so special about a 3P?”
 
   “You might as well ask why girls like stinky candles or flora.  You must not have had many girls around you when you were young.  Asking a girl to join you in a 3P is a serious thing.  I’d remember that if I were you.  No faster way to get slapped than to ask a random girl to a 3P.”
 
   “Really?  So you serious about the girl from maintenance?”
 
   “What can I say?  I have a thing . . .”
 
   “ . . .for working girls.  I remember.  Just don’t get in over your head.  Credits can’t solve everything.”
 
   “True enough.  Now what are you doing standing out here?  Take in a 3P yourself?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re already putting the moves on someone!  Sweeping some sweet young thing off her feet?  A brilliant tactician and a Casanova.  Is there anything you can’t do?”
 
   “You are almost as bad as that announcer.  I simply chuckle and all of a sudden I’m accused of mocking an entire room of troopers.”
 
   “I suppose jumping to conclusions comes with the territory.  People are more willing to part with their credits when around an exciting over-the-top person than a boring accountant.”
 
   “Perhaps.  If you really must know, I spent the last two hours trekking through a bug-filled jungle; still itch like mad.  Not exactly a romantic outing.”
 
   “Ouch!  That’s why I always ask the receptionist before I select a 3P.  Those titles can be misleading.  In fact, I can recommend a few if you need.  Perhaps even a few that are on the romantic side.”  Cain nudged and winked.
 
   “All for a low, low price, I’m sure.  Always trying to sell something, aren’t you?”
 
   “You wound me.  To think I offer my assistance to a fellow squad mate only to be accused of trying to swindle him.”
 
   “I hit the nail on the head, didn’t I?”
 
   “Squarely.”  Cain laughed.
 
   “So how much you want for your list of suggestions?”
 
   “Thought you were going to turn me down.”
 
   “It’s a big repository.  I probably wouldn’t live long enough to watch them all.  Life’s too short to watch garbage, let alone walk through it.”
 
   “Wisdom beyond your years!”  Cain chuckled.  “I might have to use that line in future sales pitches.  So what are you interested in?”
 
   “Give me a smattering of everything.  Variety is the spice of life.  Just keep those romances to yourself. I’m sure they get an extra ten percent markup.”
 
   “Twenty percent but who’s counting?  I’ll give you the sampler’s list.  I’ll even throw in a few romances, on me.”
 
   “One more thing, Cain.  I want a description about what happens in the 3Ps you’re recommending me; no surprises.  I’ve had enough of those for one day.”  Brent exaggeratedly scratched his forearm.
 
   “Making me work for my credits, aren’t you?  Most people remember to ask if there are descriptions after they look through the list of titles.”
 
   “Which you graciously offer to them for a small additional fee, I’m sure.”  Brent grinned.
 
   Cain pointed at his nose and burst into laughter.
 
   “Been a pleasure doing business with you.”  Cain quickly pulled out his pad and tapped on it twice.  “I can honestly say I haven’t enjoyed haggling that much in a while.”
 
   “Always ready to make a sale, even right after a date?”  Brent gestured toward Cain’s pad.
 
   “Always.  Learned from the best.  My father is a master when it comes to meeting the needs of others, at a minor personal profit of course.”
 
   “So, how much did I just get, and how much did it set me back?”
 
   “A couple thousand titles.  The best every genre has to offer.  Including extensive descriptions at no additional cost.  All for the measly sum of twenty credits.”
 
   “Of course, the list probably cost you next to nothing to compile.”
 
   “Near enough.  But it did take me a while to track it all down.  It’s a bargain, if I do say so myself.”
 
   “Is there a complaint line?  Just in case.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about that.  I gave you a copy of my personal favorites.  You won’t be disappointed.”  Cain winked.
 
   “I’m sure I won’t be.”
 
   “One final thing.”  Cain glanced around to make sure no one was nearby.  “Be careful with some of those.  While there aren’t any illegal 3Ps, there are a few that raise eyebrows.  If you get my meaning.”
 
   Content in the sale, Cain walked down the hallway, chuckling to himself.  Brent immediately pulled up the listing.  It was far more professional than he expected.  The 3Ps were arranged by selectable categories like genre or mood.  Each one had descriptions that could be toggled between brief summary and complete walkthrough.  The eyebrow raisers had been listed as such.  It was no surprise to him that most of them were in the “romance” category.  Brent grinned to himself.  Not only had he kept Cassandra’s secret, but now he understood why she wanted it a secret in the first place.
 
   The relationship between Cassandra and Cain was anything but amiable.  If he learned that Brent had asked her to a 3P, Cain would never let her live it down.  The list would also prove useful for testing his abilities.  Brent could suggest 3Ps to her, already knowing what emotions they would stir up.  Perhaps he could study a broader range of emotions than “angry at biting bugs.”  Suddenly, he realized he wasn’t itching anymore.  She had been right; the feeling did fade.  Heading back to his bunk, he read through the list.  Comedy, action, drama – everything was covered.  The only problem would be getting Cassandra to agree to them.  Brent shuddered at the thought of another jungle adventure.  It didn’t matter how he convinced her – he had to.  It would be preferable to get punched by a fist ten times stronger than normal than to endure another stint as bug bait.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13: Routine
 
   Despite flashy advertisements promising a life of action and excitement, life in the academy was made up of a series of dull routines broken up by the occasional bright spot.  Every morning Brent awoke to the same dream of the fifth exam.  While the dream was anything but pleasant, just being able to remember his dreams was a comfort to him.  In the dull light early he quietly left the rest of the still sleeping troopers and joined Sanderson’s squad in their morning routines.  On his way to Davis’ training, he made a point to greet and shake the hands of the troopers along his way.  It had taken a few days, but the troopers didn’t tremble when he stopped in front of them now.  To his surprise, after a week they even started greeting him.  Thankfully, Davis focused on defense training, how to protect yourself from other Weavers and those that can’t be altered.  It was a relief to Brent, as any training focused on using his powers would have been wasted.  He could still only sense Cassandra.
 
   When Davis let them go, he made a mad dash to the mess hall to snatch some D rations.  After he had gotten used to them, he found he actually enjoyed their taste.  However, the main reason he grabbed D rations was they were easy to eat in a rush.  Wrapping the red square around the brown one turned it into a roll that didn’t fall apart as he devoured it while darting down the corridors.  In addition to that, it left no residue on his fingers; as soon as the last bite was taken, there was no evidence it ever existed.  It was a good thing too; the basic tactics instructor hated it when troopers brought food to class.  Brent had only made the mistake once, but the scorned lecture was something he’d never forget.
 
   It had been one of the only times the instructor had lectured in a vigorous voice.  Normally, the instructor lectured for an hour in a monotone that could put a deaf person to sleep.  Tactics from generations past and history lessons about ancient battles could be horribly boring in their own right, but with his unique delivery, it was a struggle for Brent to keep his eyes open.  He noticed in passing that only a few people ever took notes.  It had been a mystery to him until he recognized one of the intent listeners as Terrance.  Apparently, they were doing research for the war room.
 
   When the torture was finally over, it was time for basic weapons training, and they meant basic.  After a few days of “how to hold a rifle properly,” Brent was ready to shoot himself properly.  Wouldn’t have done any good though; all training weapons were on minimal power usage.  At best he could stun himself.  Thankfully, just as he was about to go stir crazy, they actually started marksmanship.  Brent found he wasn’t a half bad shot, not a natural sniper, but with training perhaps he could become one.
 
   After that, he was free for a couple of hours.  He ate with the rest of the FF and would laugh as the others made countless impersonations of the monotone instructor.  When he finished his meal, he secretly met up with Cassandra.  They spent a fair bit of time arguing over which 3P they’d see after training was done for the day.  Most times Cassandra won, but Brent had a few strategic victories.  After the free time was over, it was time for specialized training.
 
   Most troopers only had one or two specializations and were limited to a few choices in their future careers.  Brent, on the other hand, could pick just about anything.  Of course, that freedom of choice came with the price of having to attend five back-to-back intensive training sessions.  Having passed everything the exams had thrown at him, he was assigned to each and every discipline.
 
   First was survival training.  For the first half hour they instructed him on the proper methods for dealing with most minor injuries.  After the first week the more squeamish stopped fainting at the more bloody wounds.  Brent always had to smile to himself as they reminded him of Owen.  For the second half hour they would demonstrate basic survival techniques in various environments, turning a pile of snow on a frozen world into shelter and the like.  When that was over he made his way to infiltration training.
 
   They focused almost entirely on reading body language, knowing when a guard is about to let you pass versus grabbing his side arm and attacking.  Brent found it all fascinating.  When it was over he would drag his feet as he headed to combat training.  It wasn’t so much that he didn’t like it; it was just the most strenuous training of the day.  Nothing but an hour of hand-to-hand combat.
 
   Being so well known, there was always a healthy supply of troopers that wanted to test their mettle against him.  Brent was so tired of avoiding and throwing punches.  On the bright side, over the last few days they threw in some light weapons.  Things had gotten interesting after that.  Disarming an armed opponent, or getting off a shot before you were disarmed took skill, not just an abundance of brute force.  When the last punch was thrown and the last weapon discharged, Brent rubbed his sore joints as he made his way to stealth training.
 
   It was all incredibly basic stuff there.  Keeping a low profile, blending into the environment, camouflage, and hiding your tracks.  The only point of interest to him was when they explained how to avoid detection devices.  It was exciting to attempt to find and disable various detection grids before they found him.  The instructor regularly commented on his natural talent.  Brent didn’t appreciate the praise and accompanying attention, but thankfully the instructor was a bit scatterbrained and would quickly forget about him and move on to the next exercise.
 
   The last set of specialized training was the most enjoyable of them all.  The command instructor was not of the opinion that listening to lectures and studying past battles created good commanders.  As such, the entire hour was filled with mock battles where he would field a squad against other commanders.  He and the others did everything from escorts through hostile territory to games of king of the hill.  Every day the instructor had new challenges and new scenarios.  Brent thought of it as a glorious desert after a less than stellar meal.
 
   When all training was over for the day, he made his way to the mess hall to grab some dinner.  On occasion Cain would spot him and drag him off to the war room.  Apparently, he was gathering a small following there.  It was unspeakably embarrassing when the other troopers started showing up in capes similar to the one Rick made him wear.  The battles were more difficult than the command training scenarios, but he always managed to emerge victoriously, even if only barely.
 
   Cain complained his unending winning streak made betting pointless, but that never stopped him from dragging Brent to the war room.  When he used Commonwealth forces it was usually a hard pressed fight with victory sometimes just barely snatched at the last second.  He had the one advantage that the other commanders wanted to destroy him and usually lost sight of the mission objectives in favor of taking him on.
 
   However, whenever he had the option to use Shard forces, victory was all but assured.  He didn’t care for the way the announcer gushed, but it seemed to be the popular opinion that his use of the Shard was on the level of an artist, completely outclassing the other commanders.  After a while it seemed like the crowd stopped picking recent battles and would only select battles from the Great War just to watch him make the Shards dance.
 
   Thankfully, most nights he managed to avoid Cain long enough to meet up with Cassandra in the repository.  Occasionally, he would attempt to change her mind one last time if she had selected the 3P, but it was largely futile by that point.  Despite the horrific 3P Cassandra would pick from time to time, Brent was getting a handle over his Weaver abilities.  By watching her, he had been able to determine most of the base emotions.  Black was anger, yellow fear, blue sadness, orange embarrassment.  However, being limited to only the occasional choice in 3P, Brent’s opportunities to see the more complex emotions in action were rare and far between.
 
   In the end, he was just content to make any headway toward understanding what he could see.  After a 3P or two, Cassandra would bolt back to the FF.  Brent realized after a week that she didn’t want to be spotted leaving the repository with him, most likely wanting to avoid the taunting from Cain if he ever found out.
 
   As he awoke on the two-week anniversary of his arrival at the academy, he could tell something was different.  The rest of the squad awoke with him.  Together they all filed into the common room where the rest of the division was waiting.  He knew it was how it was supposed to be, but it was unsettling to see the routine completely turned on its ear.
 
   “Good morning,” Leonard shouted to the droopy troopers.  “I’m glad to see everyone managed to rip themselves from dreamland this morning.”
 
   “What’s going on?”  Brent whispered to the yawning Cain.
 
   “Trials are in two weeks.”  Cain stretched.  “Leonard is probably going to tell us how hopeless it is.”
 
   “As you all know, we haven’t exactly had a proud history,” Leonard continued shouting.  “The division hasn’t passed a trial in decades.  Leaders and troopers come and go, but the division remains in its sad state.  Despite our best efforts, we haven’t been able to break that losing streak.  However, things are different this time.  We have a new trooper.”  Leonard tried his best to inspire the troopers.  “We have a new hope.  We all watched his incredible performance on the exams, and now we have him on our side.  Reggie doesn’t stand a chance!”
 
   The response was under-whelming.  Instead of cheers and excitement, all Leonard got was a chorus of yawning.  Sanderson and his squad were in their neat rows, of course, and gave polite applause to the leader’s speech, but the rest of the squads did not exactly shout professionalism.  Messy uniforms that looked as if they had never been washed, slumping postures, vacant stares – not exactly an elite force.  Leonard left the common room in disgust.  One by one, the squads followed after him toward the stalls.  He wondered how long it had been since some of them had bathed.
 
   “You ready for today?”  Kindra was waiting for Brent at the doorway.
 
   “I suppose so.”  He shrugged.
 
   “You’re new to the division so you’ll probably have the hardest time tonight, not that it will matter.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Even if you are the super star Leonard hopes you are, you are only one trooper . . . Weaver.  We have already lost the trial; we just don’t know it yet.”
 
   “Good to know my squad leader is a never ending source of encouragement,” Brent joked.
 
   “Are you kidding?  I’m an optimist.  I just say we’ll lose.  Humphrey won’t stop whining about how we are all doomed.  The skies will fall, a black hole will devour the station, they’ll run out of A rations – that kind of thing.”
 
   As they entered the hallway, Brent noticed that it was unusually full.  The FF wasn’t the only one taking things seriously.  It dawned on him that with this many troopers using the stalls so early he’d probably be late to Davis’ training session.  Visions of running laps around the mess hall flashed before his eyes.
 
   “What’s got you so down?”  Kindra stiffened slightly.  “Don’t tell me I really upset you.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment in confusion until he realized he was a Weaver to her.  He couldn’t help but wonder what nasty things she thought he was capable of.
 
   “It’s nothing like that,” Brent explained.  “I just realized with all the troopers out and about I’ll probably be late for Weaver training.”
 
   “Ah, well, nothing we can do.  Unless you plan on getting up even earlier, it will be like this until the trial is over.”
 
   “I figured as much.”
 
   Brent sighed to himself as he studied the long parade of troopers in front of them.  Now he knew why there was a two-hour gap between the wake up call and basic.
 
   “Maybe you can explain the situation to the Weaver?” Cain asked, obviously trying to help.  “You know, one Weaver to another.”
 
   “The Weaver?  You mean Davis?”  Cassandra tapped the floor with her boot.  “You’d have an easier time convincing the floor plating to get up and do a jig, than change that  man’s mind.”
 
   “Davis – when did you get so informal with a Weaver?”  Cain raised an eyebrow.
 
   “At this time of morning only people like Sanderson have the energy to be prim and proper,” Kindra answered for Cassandra.
 
   “He does seem to thrive on this kind of stuff, doesn’t he?”  Cassandra asked Kindra.  “You’ve known him the longest.  Has he always been like this?” 
 
   “Always,” she said with a giggle.  “Bombs could be landing a few feet in front of him, energy blasts flying through the sky, even an incompetent commander giving him suicidal orders, and he’d still click his heels and march in perfect formation.  I’ve never even seen him with . . .” Kindra’s voice trailed off.
 
   Kindra’s attention was locked on a pair of troopers.  In a broad graceful motion they swung their arms into an X and bowed deeply.  Brent mirrored the action.
 
   “A bit on the hectic side, isn’t it, sir?”  The first trooper was clearly speaking to Brent.
 
   “Too much for my liking, and drop the ‘sir’ part,” Brent responded as if it was natural.
 
   “I don’t think that’s going to work on him.”  The second patted the first on the shoulder.  “Doug still isn’t exactly comfortable.  The sir bit makes him feel better.”
 
   Kindra stared at the scene in complete disbelief.  A Weaver was having a normal conversation with normal troopers.  Maybe Humphrey was right – the universe was ending.
 
   “You look troubled today.  Is something the matter, sir?”  Doug ignored the jabs.
 
   “Not really.  Just didn’t expect this”.  Brent took another glance down the long line.  “I’ll no doubt be late.”
 
   “Late for what?” the second asked.
 
   “Weaver Davis wanted us all there two hours early.”  Brent shrugged.
 
   The two shook at the thought of being late for an appointment with a Weaver.  Kindra found it slightly ironic, given the fact they were talking with one.  She couldn’t believe her eyes, two girls were running toward them, waving to the Weaver they approached.
 
   “What’s wrong, Dougie?  We’ve been holding your stall forever now.  Don’t tell me you overslept again,” Marie reprimanded Doug.
 
   “Morning, Weaver.”  Liz bowed formally to Brent.
 
   “You know you don’t have to call me ‘Weaver,’” he said with a sigh before returning the bow.  “Brent works just fine.”
 
   “That’ll work!  Hey, Doug, I’ve got an idea.”  The second boy pulled Doug’s ear and started whispering to him.
 
   “Perfect!  Hey, Marie.  Take Brent back with you.  He can take my place.  I don’t have anything important to do for a while anyways.”  Doug shrugged and smiled.
 
   “You sure?  All right, no skin off my nose.  Hey Liz, make sure to keep close to him.”  Marie winked as she started down the line.  “Don’t want to lose track of him in the crowd.”
 
   Liz blushed softly as she gestured for him to follow.  Together, the two girls led Brent down the hallway full of troopers toward the waiting stalls.  Kindra blinked unbelievingly at the entire exchange she had just witnessed.
 
   “Something wrong, Kindra?”  Cain noticed her distress.
 
   “Those troopers, they just talked to Brent.”  Kindra was snapping out of it.
 
   “Oh, you don’t know about them do you?”  Cassandra grumbled to herself.  “That’s part of Brent’s fan club.”
 
   “He has a fan club?!”  Kindra didn’t believe it.  “A Weaver.  Our Weaver has a fan club?”
 
   “Well, this is the FF, not a normal trooper as far as the eye can see,” Cassandra joked.  “Makes sense we’d get the one oddball Weaver.”
 
   “You think that’s bad?”  Cain chuckled.  “You should see the following he has in the war room.  They even made their own capes to copy Brent.”
 
   “You’re lying!”  Cassandra cringed at the thought.  “You mean people are intentionally dressing up in that horrid cape thing?”
 
   “By the dozen,” Cain said before bursting into laugher.
 
   “Whoa,” Kindra interrupted firmly.  “Back up, you two.  You are talking about our Weaver, right?  The boy that just ran off with the two girls.”  Kindra pointed off in the distance.
 
   “That’s the one.”  Cain nodded.
 
   “He is a Weaver, right?”  Kindra pressed
 
   “Of course.”  Cain nodded again.
 
   “Like the ones already on the station,” Kindra continued.  “One of those ‘get inside your head and mess you up for fun’ Weavers, right?”
 
   “Not exactly.”  Cain looked to Cassandra for help.
 
   “He is a Weaver, but he doesn’t act like one,” Cassandra explained.  “I personally watched him beat the tar out of two Weavers who were tormenting a group of defenseless troopers.”
 
   Kindra stared at the two, still not sure she believed the story.  Every Weaver she had ever met treated her as an inferior life form, as if they were talking to a lowly bug.  The idea of a Weaver not only getting along with others, but defending them against his own kind was a hard pill to swallow.
 
   “Okay, from the beginning.  What else don’t I know about our new Weaver?”  Kindra was determined to get the whole story.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been close.  Even with Liz and Marie’s assistance, Brent had barely managed to get to the room on time.  As he entered he found Davis sitting behind a desk in the corner of the room, idly reading his pad.  The Weaver was obviously startled when he entered.
 
   “You made it?”  Davis shouted in astonishment.  “On time no less.”
 
   Brent realized the room was completely empty.
 
   “I had some help.”  He shrugged as he took a nearby seat.
 
   “I assumed everyone wouldn’t make it, or at the very least be incredibly late.”  Davis put his pad down.  “Thought I was going to have to make you all run laps.”
 
   “Seeing as we are alone, can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Of course.  What is it?”
 
   “I’m not normal, am I?  For a Weaver, I mean.”
 
   “That’s hard to say, Brent.”  Davis shifted uncomfortably.  “Every Weaver is different.”
 
   “I understand that, but this is more than simple variance.  I don’t sense things like they do.  I don’t act like they do; I don’t think like they do.  It’s like I’m not really one of them.”
 
   “To a certain degree you are right.  You don’t behave like most Weavers.  But don’t think there is a right or wrong way about it.  Like many things in life, it isn’t as simple as black and white, right or wrong.  Weavers are treated differently than normal people; it tends to color their personalities.  However, in the end it is a personal choice.”
 
   “So there are other Weavers like me?”
 
   “There are a few who think like you do.  They are equally as unpopular.”
 
   “I gather you heard about the fight in the mess hall.”
 
   “Along with half the troopers on the station and almost all of the Weavers.  It hasn’t exactly improved your standing among the other Weavers.”
 
   “Over a little scrap?”
 
   “The fight is meaningless; it’s the ideal behind it.  A Weaver stood against his own kind, over a group of troopers no less.”
 
   “Do you think it was wrong of me?”
 
   “What I think isn’t important.  There is a growing number of Weavers who see you as a pariah.  They are the ones you need to worry about.”
 
   “Are they dangerous?” Brent asked.
 
   “You’ve fought against a few.  What do you think?”
 
   “Point taken.  Do you think my abilities will ever develop?”
 
   “Who can say?  What’s important is that we keep working on it.”
 
   “Weaver Davis?”
 
   “Yes, Brent?”
 
   “You don’t have anything planned for today, do you?”
 
   An annoyed look spread across Davis’s face.
 
   “You might not be able to sense the emotions of others, but you are disturbingly perceptive.  However, you are right,” he grumbled.  “I didn’t expect anyone to show up, so I didn’t plan anything.”
 
   “Are you going to cancel training until the trials are over?”  Brent asked.
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “You are instructing everyone in defense because of me.  Why make everyone get up early for something they don’t really need, especially with the trials so close?”
 
   “You make a strong argument.  Are you sure you want to make it on behalf of the other Weavers?” Davis asked hesitantly.  “They haven’t exactly welcomed you with open arms so far.”
 
   “I’m not thinking of the other Weavers.  I just don’t like the prospect of getting up earlier.”
 
   Davis chuckled to himself.
 
   “Fair enough.  I’ll hold back the training until you complete your trials.  I’m still going to make the others run laps for being late, though.  Just because I’m not prepared doesn’t mean they have the same luxury.”  Davis returned to his pad.
 
   Davis’s focus was now entirely on his pad.  Brent got up and left the room.  At least he didn’t have to worry about making it on time from now on.  For the first time, he headed to the mess hall to enjoy a sit down breakfast.  The mess hall was almost entirely full.  He spotted the table with orange and green troopers and took one of the few free spots.
 
   “What are you doing here?”  Cain shoved the trooper sitting next to Brent over and sat down in the vacated space.  “I thought Davis would skin you alive if you were late.”
 
   “He probably would, but I got there on time.”  He took a bite out of his meal.
 
   “So what are you doing here?”
 
   “He canceled his training sessions until the trial is over.”
 
   “Isn’t that nice of him.”  Cain leaded in close.  “Listen, Kindra pinned Cassandra and me down earlier.  The cat is out of the bag.”
 
   “Didn’t know I was keeping a cat in a bag in the first place.”
 
   “I’m being serious.  She was keeping her distance because she assumed you were a normal ‘holier than thou’ Weaver.  So were the other leaders.  By now she’s no doubt informed Leonard.”
 
   “You know, you fight a lot with Cassandra, but you two have a lot in common.  She’s already had this conversation with me.”
 
   “Already?  Did she catch you before you got here?”
 
   “Not today.  I meant she’s already talked to me about my not fitting in with Leonard’s plans.  I’ll tell you the same thing I told her; don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Fine, have it your way.  Just be careful tonight.”
 
   “What are you eating?”  Cassandra shouted as she spotted Brent.
 
   Surprised by the sudden interruption, Cain stared at Brent’s plate.  His eyebrow shot up as Cassandra took a place across from Brent.  While Cain had to shove a trooper aside, those on the far side of the table naturally cleared a path for the armored girl.
 
   “D rations?”  Cain pretended to gag.  “Already run through all your credits?”
 
   “It’s a habit of mine.”  Brent shrugged, making a production of his next bite.  Acting as if it was the single most delicious thing he had ever consumed.
 
   “There is definitely something wrong with you.”  Cassandra shook her head disapprovingly.
 
   “I thought you were just abnormal, but now I know you are downright deranged,” Cain chuckled.
 
   “Ha, ha.  Had your fun?”  Brent continued eating despite his company.
 
   “I always get a kick out of you.”  Cain grinned widely.  “If this military genius thing ever falls through, you could always do standup.”
 
   “And let me guess; you’d be my agent and only want ten, no, fifteen percent of my profits.”  Brent rolled his eyes.
 
   “Gross, not net.”  Cain burst into laughter.
 
   “You two are incorrigible,” Cassandra scoffed.  “We’ve got trials in two weeks, and here you are goofing off as if it were nothing,” 
 
   “She has a point.”  Brent cracked a smile.  “What exactly are we doing?  Getting up alongside the rest of you was enough of a surprise.”
 
   “I don’t know about you, but some of us need our beauty sleep.”  Cain gestured toward Cassandra.  “The armor plated look is a hard one to pull off.”
 
   “You finished?”  Her helmet locked on Cain.  Brent could easily make out her annoyance.
 
   “Just as soon as you stop giving me material.”  Cain made faces at his reflection.  “I can’t resist the perfect setup.”
 
   “Enough, you two.”  Brent tried to sound serious.  “How exactly are we going to prepare for the trial?”
 
   “We’ll probably march in formation for a while.”  Cain used his fingers to walk along the tabletop.  “You know, pretend we have a clue what we should be doing.”
 
   “Enough joking around; I mean it.”  Brent took another bite out of his meal.
 
   “I hate to say it, but he isn’t joking.”  Cassandra sighed.
 
   “Seriously?”  Brent set down his food and gave the two his full attention.
 
   “Cross my heart and hope to fail with some dignity.”  Cain slumped a bit.
 
   “So our training for the next trial is learning to mimic a parade?”  Brent was stunned.
 
   “All we need is a prom queen and we’d be set for any major function.”  Cain chuckled.  “We’d probably do better if we just broke down into a musical number.  At least that would confuse the other divisions for a second.”
 
   “We’re toast, the musical, featuring the hit single, ‘I can’t believe they bothered to show up.’”  Cassandra joined the fun.
 
   Brent finished his meal as Cain and Cassandra continued joking around.  As he headed off to basic, he couldn’t help but wonder what normal divisions did to train for the trials.  He spent the rest of the day observing his fellow troopers, listening in on what they had planned and how they were preparing for the trial.  After an entire day the only thing he had learned was that there is no certain way to prepare.  Apparently, Administer Bloom designed the trials himself and had quite a reputation for the difficulty of his creations.  During both lunch and dinner the FF was remarkably silent.  The normal banter and goofing off was absent as they all sat and ate in quiet contemplation.  Brent guessed it had sunk in, and they were all anticipating their eventual failure.  When the last of the FF had finished their evening meal, the whole division trudged down the corridors.
 
   “This is it, I gather.”  Brent tapped on Cassandra’s shoulder as he followed.
 
   “Pretty much.”  Cassandra was wrapped in a blue glow.  “Leonard will lay out his brilliant plan.  We all pretend to care.”
 
   Entering through the familiar layout of the examination rooms, the entire division pressed on into the second room.  An endless desert greeted them.  The sun shown brightly over-head – it was a stark contrast to the downcast troopers.  Leonard was standing on a large mound of sand, a strange look on his face.  The squad leaders passed out standard gear.  Leonard stood perfectly still as he waited for the last troopers to assemble before him.  Brent had just finished with his backpack as the division leader addressed the troopers.
 
   “Administer Bloom is being unusually secretive,” Leonard shouted while swiping at his sweating brow.  “Instead of describing the details of whatever it is he has cooked up for us, all he has said is it will be in the desert.  Despite the protests of the other divisions and myself, he refuses to say any more.  As he puts it, he doesn’t want to spoil the surprise.  As such, we have no way to properly prepare for whatever he plans to throw at us.  Seeing as that’s the case, we will go over the basics.  Your squad leaders will take it from here.”
 
   The troopers looked at one another, obviously confused.  Brent gathered this wasn’t normal, even for the FF.  Cassandra and Cain were watching Kindra expectantly, who was watching Sanderson similarly.  Brent noticed the other division leaders were focused on Sanderson as well; almost everyone was.  With a single hand movement from their leader, Sanderson’s squad formed two neat rows.  Following in kind, the other squad leaders mimicked him.  Their troopers clumsily tried to form up.  It took them about five times as long to arrange themselves in rows that were anything but neat.
 
   “Fire line, southwest,” Sanderson calmly ordered.
 
   In the silence it was easy to hear him, even though he spoke no louder than normal.  Immediately his squad shifted to face the direction indicated.  The first row kneeled and removed their rifles from their shoulder straps while the second row scanned the horizon through their rifles’ scopes.  The other squad leaders ordered their squads similarly.  It was disastrous.  Some troopers knelt in place and tripped others as they tried to face the right direction.  Others fumbled with their rifles, dropping them into puffs of sand.  Sanderson was making the rest of the division look like a circus.  Brent noticed Leonard off in the distance, watching in disgust.  The squad leaders had to place each trooper in their proper place.  Even after they finished, the lines were uneven, with the troopers pointing their weapons in different directions.  Gathering they had done the best they could, Sanderson prepared to issue another order.
 
   “Snipers.”  He said only a single word.
 
   At once, his squad replaced the rifles back into their straps and pulled out large triangles from their backpacks.  Unfolding the triangles turned them into full sized shovels.  The squad quickly dug through the soft sand, creating a trench in short order.  When it was the proper depth, they each took out a heavy looking material from their backpacks and constructed a makeshift cover.  It fit snugly over the trench, leaving only a small gap for their rifles to fire from.  A sniper wouldn’t be able to get a clean shot on the troopers under the cover.  Brent wondered if the material would dissipate the energy from a sniper’s shot as well.
 
   The other squad leaders ordered in the same fashion to a chorus of groaning and complaining troopers.  The digging was easier than Brent had thought it would be.  Getting the troopers to work together was another matter.  Instead of trenches, the troopers started on their own foxholes, usually tossing their sand into the hole of another trooper.  If there were a sniper out there, the only problem they would face would be holding the gun steady as they laughed at the sight.  The division spent the next couple of hours in the same manner.  Sanderson would give an order that his squad would expertly carry out.  The other squads would try to copy, only to fail miserably.  If the other divisions in the trial were as prepared as Sanderson’s squad, the FF was doomed.  When they were finally dismissed, the troopers groaned and rubbed their aching muscles.
 
   “Brent, a word.”  Leonard called after him before he could leave.
 
   He made his way to the division leader.  Leonard remained silent until all the troopers had left the room.
 
   “Not exactly awe-inspiring.”  Leonard surveyed the pockmarked dunes.
 
   “Everyone starts somewhere.”  Brent tried to be optimistic.
 
   “Kindra’s told me all about you.  Not exactly what we expected.”
 
   “I’d imagine so.”
 
   “We had hoped a powerful Weaver would be able to turn things in our favor.  Give us an edge.  After that dismal display it’s painfully obvious we need more than an advantage.  We need a miracle.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you.”
 
   “Disappoint me?  You misunderstand.  You might be exactly what we need.”
 
   “I don’t understand.
 
   “Let’s say for the sake of argument you were a powerful Weaver.  What would be the most you could do?  Make our enemies tremble for a couple seconds, a minute?  Lose the will to fire on us for a little while?  At best maybe turn them on one another.  After that, where would we be?  We’d still be outclassed by whoever survived your attack.”
 
   “What makes me more useful as I am?”
 
   “Kindra hasn’t just told me about your limited Weaver abilities.  She also described your talents in the war room.  A tactical genius, as Cain puts it.  That’s saying something, coming from him; that boy doesn’t miss a chance to make a wager.  It’s safe to say he’s seen every would-be commander try their hand at the war room.”
 
   “So you want me to think up some strategies for a trial we know nothing about?”
 
   “Forget strategies.  Even if you did come up with a brilliant plan, it would be useless without the proper force to carry it out.”
 
   “Wait, you want me to train the division for the trial?”  Brent was shocked.
 
   “You are a quick one.”
 
   “But I don’t know the first thing about training.”
 
   “You don’t need to.  Look, I’m not asking you to turn them into elite troopers overnight.  All I want from you is to work that magic of yours.”
 
   “What magic?”
 
   “The one you used on the recruits.  You turned that rag tag group into a disciplined squad that figured out a way to outsmart the Shards on the last exam.”
 
   “Easier said than done.  How do you suggest I go about it?”
 
   “No clue.  You’re the wizard.  I leave the division in your care.  Do whatever you think you need to.  In other words, go do that voodoo that you do.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Brent rolled his eyes.
 
   “Don’t mention it.  Everything you might need is already on your pad.  I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”  Leonard cracked a small smile and left the desert.
 
   Brent stood on the mound for a second, dumbfounded.  Somehow he had just become the ghostwriter of an entire division.  He glanced at his pad.  A myriad of data awaited him.  Every detail about every trooper was listed, from eye color to accuracy percentage.  Brent had no idea how to proceed.
 
   When he had used Commonwealth forces in the war room, they were just simulations.  They performed each action with the proficiency of a hardened unit of master troopers.  Even with that at his disposal, the battles were hard fought.  Brent wondered why Shard forces were so much easier for him to use.  He never even got close to losing when he used Shards.  A stray thought flashed across his mind like a shooting star through the night sky.  Brent flipped through the information until he found what he was looking for.  This might just work.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Have you seen Brent today?” Cassandra asked Cain as they left the mess hall after dinner.
 
   “Can’t say I have.”  Cain shrugged.  “Was already gone when I got up.”
 
   “I looked for him in the mess hall, but couldn’t find him.”
 
   “Suppose he joined up with another division?”
 
   “He’d tell me, or someone.”  Cassandra nodded to herself.  “Plus, I don’t think he’d do that.”
 
   “I don’t know.  He is a bright one.  The smart move is to flee the sinking ship.”
 
   “Maybe . . . Is that Leonard ahead?”
 
   “I believe it is.  What is he doing outside the examination room?”
 
   The squad leaders had already noticed him and ran ahead of their troopers, forming a circle around Leonard.  Neither could hear the discussion, but Rhea was obviously pitching a fit, while Humphrey snickered at her.  Something was happening.
 
   “May I have everyone’s attention?”  Leonard shouted over the murmuring troopers.
 
   He waited as the murmur died out.
 
   “Okay, yesterday didn’t go so well.  Seeing as we can’t depend on Sanderson to win this for us, we are going to try something else.”  Leonard had an odd grin on his face.  “For the time being I’m handing things over to your new instructor.  No one is above him.  His every word is law.  No questions, and no disputes.”
 
   Leonard and the squad leaders filed into the examination room, the division not far behind.  Cassandra gasped as she spotted their new instructor.  Brent was standing on top of the mound Leonard had resided on the day before.  He was standing tall in a neatly pressed Weaver’s uniform.  If she hadn’t known him, she would have mistaken him for any other instructor.  Protests started immediately.  Leonard turned to address the division.
 
   “Enough!”  Brent shouted before Leonard could open his mouth.
 
   Even Leonard jumped at the force in the voice.
 
   “Yesterday was an unmitigated disaster,” his voice remained firm but was no longer a shout.  “If we attempt the trial in our current shape, we are doomed, and rightfully so.  The division leader has asked me to try and prevent our failure.  And that’s what I plan to do.  Even if I have to drag each and every one of you with me.  Do we understand one another?”
 
   The response was weak.  A few acknowledged him, but most just muttered to themselves.
 
   “Fine, fail.”  Brent sneered.  “Wash out and run with your tails between your legs.  I’d happily trade the lot of you spineless whelps for a few decent recruits.”
 
   A good number of troopers railed.  He had managed to anger them.  Several shook their fists toward him.
 
   “So you can be stirred to action,” he taunted.  “Now, as I see it, you have two choices.  Do nothing and fail miserably.  Or try and prove that the entire academy is wrong about you.  You stand before me, before everyone, as a pack of losers.  Nothing but misfits and rejects.  And you can choose to continue that life . . .”
 
   “You think you can do anything that hasn’t already been tried?” A trooper demanded.”
 
   “You all know who I am,” Brent said with forced pride.  “With a group of untrained nobodies I put the best this academy could muster to shame.  I won’t promise you fame or glory.  However, I do promise you one single thing.  If you listen to me you will be able to walk down these corridors with your heads held high.  Now, who will follow me?”
 
   Less than half the division shouted in the affirmative.  It was anything but a clear victory, but it was enough for him.  He was used to some resistance.
 
   “All right, first things first,” Brent said with all the authority Davis used.  “Say goodbye to your squad mates.  From this point forward you’ll be arranged into groups of my choosing.  Check your pads for your new assignment.”
 
   After his announcement he descended from the mound.  Despite some minor resistance, the squads broke up and reassembled into six groups.  Brent handed the new assembled groups their equipment.
 
   “Where’s my shovel?” one trooper shouted angrily.
 
   “My comsat is missing, too,” another protested.
 
   “You won’t need them; we are going to be doing things a tad differently,” Brent reassured them as he passed out the last few sets of gear.
 
   “I don’t care if Leonard tells me to play nice or not, I want my standard gear,” a mighty voice bellowed.
 
   “Petersen!  Krueger!” Brent shouted over the protests.  “Front and center.”
 
   The two hesitantly broke away from the groups and approached Brent.  As they neared he threw a shovel to each of them.
 
   “Dig,” Brent commanded.
 
   “What?  A trench?  A ditch?  A hole?”  Petersen asked.
 
   “Doesn’t matter; just dig,” Brent repeated.
 
   The two did as they were commanded and started working on the ground.  After a few moments it was apparent the point he was making.  Krueger had barely made a dent in the ground while Petersen was chest deep in her hole.  Brent gestured for them to stop.  Petersen needed a hand to get out.
 
   “No trooper is a jack of all trades,” Brent shouted to the protestors.  “Each of you has strengths and weaknesses.  By the time Krueger dug a proper trench, Petersen could have dug ten.  That is why some of you are missing equipment.  Take a good look at those in your new group.  Each of them has the same strengths and weaknesses you do.  Instead of twenty average troopers trying to compensate for one another, you are a tight group of specialists
 
   “This is madness,” a trooper grumbled.  “All someone has to do is figure out our weakness and they’ll take us out no sweat”
 
   “Maybe if they knew what to look for.”  Brent faced the grumbling trooper directly.  “However, in this academy every division is made in the same fashion.  Five squads made up of a smattering of abilities and talents.  Each one able to hold its own no matter the situation.  However, they are never able to truly excel.  Instead of five average squads, I have assembled you into one unbeatable whole.  Each group is able to do things a normal squad couldn’t dream of.  Every weakness is countered by another group.”
 
   “I say we listen to him,” Cain said with a shrug.  “What’s the worst that could happen?  We fail – worse?”  Cain cackled.
 
   A few troopers bust into laughter and nodded in agreement. 
 
   “Fine.  I’ll play ball,” the grumbling trooper said resignedly.  “How are we going to know what to do?  I don’t see a squad leader in my group.”
 
   “Good point.  Kindra, Rhea, Humphrey, Sanderson, Greg, and Leonard, would you all be so kind as to check your pads and join the proper group?”  Brent called out to the leaders standing on the sidelines.
 
   “Now wait a minute!” Leonard protested.
 
   “His world is law!” a trooper mocked.
 
   “No disputing him!” another joined in.
 
   “No one is above him!” Cassandra added, laughing.
 
   The squad leaders chuckled to themselves as Leonard angrily joined up with a group.
 
   “Everyone is all set then.  Let me explain how this works.”  Brent walked down the line gesturing to the groups as he announced their name and purpose.  “Greg is in charge of the Beaters.  Every trooper under his command has amazing strength.  He will deal with hand-to-hand and construction projects.  Sanderson has the Blasters.  You’ll be hard pressed to find better marksmen anywhere.  Kindra has the Bunkers.  Masters of defense and first aid.  Rhea has the Blitzers.  None quicker, they’ll be on the enemy before they have a chance to react.  Humphrey has the Bombardiers.  Heavy weapons and stronghold busters.  The enemy will cringe as his ordnance streaks through the skies.  And, last but certainly not least, is Leonard with the Brains.  Communications experts who won’t lose their cool no matter how hot things get.”
 
   “He’s really thought this out,” Cassandra heard Humphrey mumble.
 
   “Now here is how we will prepare for the trial.”  Brent joined Greg’s group.  “Each of the groups will have one of Leonard’s Brains integrate with them.  Check your pad for your sub-assignment.  Leonard will then issue directives.  How you carry them out is up to you.  No silliness about formations and lines of fire.  You are the masters; you get the job done as you see fit.”
 
   As they were commanded, most of the troopers in Leonard’s group joined the others.  Each group had two Brains, one for receiving orders, the other for relaying status reports back to Leonard.  Brent took the place of a Brain in Greg’s Beaters.  Every trooper and group leader stared expectantly at Leonard.
 
   “I think you overloaded him,” Greg chuckled to Brent.
 
   “How long did it take you to think this all up?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “Not as long as you’d think,” he answered with a smile.  “The hard part was figuring out how best to divide the division.”
 
   Leonard finally realized everyone was waiting on him.
 
   “All right, everyone . . .”  Leonard started shouting.
 
   “No, no,” Brent corrected Leonard.  “Don’t tell us; tell your Brains.  That’s their job.”
 
   After the momentary surprise, Leonard started barking angrily at the troopers in his group.  A few moments later the Brains relayed his orders to the ones who would carry them out.
 
   “He wants a trench, wide enough for three people.”  The Brain in Greg’s group gave the orders.  “It needs to face the mound everyone keeps talking from.”
 
   At once the troopers pulled out their shovels and rushed to the proper place.  Ripping at the sand, they had the trench fully dug in only a few minutes.  The other troopers filed in as their individual orders dictated.  In less than thirty minutes the entire division was in a bunker in the sand completely protected from sniper attack.  The barrels of rifles poked out and scanned the horizon.
 
   “I’ll be.”  Kindra was amazed.
 
   “I don’t think I could have done better.”  Sanderson was equally surprised.
 
   “I doubt the best divisions in the best grade could top that.”  Rhea jumped for joy.
 
   “We might just win this,” Humphrey mumbled.
 
   “Well, that settles it.”  Greg nudged Humphrey.  “If he is optimistic our victory is assured.”
 
   The troopers whooped and hollered.  They might just stand a chance after all.  For another hour Leonard thought up simple battle plans, and the groups jumped to it.  As they practiced they got even faster.  Before they called it for the day, Leonard ordered another trench built.  They had it dug out an fully manned in fifteen minutes flat.  As they walked back to their quarters, the division acted like a group of completely different people.  Brent noticed quite a few did, in fact, have their heads held high – just as he had promised.  A pair of hands grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the main group as they neared the common room.
 
   “I’ve gotta know; how’d you do it?”  Leonard asked as the last trooper left hearing range.
 
   “Well, I thought about the war room.  How I did so well with the Shard units but so poorly with the Commonwealth ones.  I realized it was because of how they are set up.  Each Shard does one thing, but incredibly well.  The Commonwealth forces try to cover all the bases.  In the end it’s the difference between a scalpel and a shovel.  Certainly the shovel can perform a wider range of tasks.  And both can cut if you try hard enough.  But the scalpel can do the most damage if used properly,” Brent explained.
 
   “In other words . . .”  Leonard was stunned.
 
   “I converted our division into a small Shard army.”  Brent nodded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Day after day the division continued its new routine.  Leonard drilled the division on every maneuver he could think of over and over.  As the trial approached, the mood of the division shifted from dread to excitement.  However, they never showed their excitement in public.  Brent had demanded that they keep the other divisions oblivious to their new strategy.  Leonard had happily ordered the division to remain silent and downcast when in public.  As the division got used to the new command structure, the evening training sessions grew shorter.
 
   Things gradually returned somewhat to the routine they had previously been before the FF had started its special training.  While they didn’t have as much free time at night as they had enjoyed previously, there was still enough time for Brent to watch a 3P with Cassandra – when Cain didn’t get to him first.  He started to hate it when Cain dragged him off to the war room.
 
   The war room troubled Brent more with each passing day.  It became more and more crowded each time he attended.  Among the crowd the copycats increased.  Soon enough there were more troopers in dark cloaks than not.  He had also noticed they bowed as his so-called “fan club” did.  They weren’t the only ones.  As Brent walked down the corridors of the academy, he would occasionally spot a trooper out of the corner of his eye bowing as the tripods did.  They saluted properly when superiors or instructors were around, but in private they mimicked the Shards.
 
   He didn’t know why, but for some reason it bothered him deeply.  Thankfully, he had the trial and the 3Ps to keep his mind distracted from the trooper’s odd behavior.  Ever since the night Brent had commanded the division, Cassandra had acted differently around him.  She actually let him pick the 3Ps they watched.  Even when he would ask her opinion, she would always deflect.  “Whatever you’d like” was her only response.  It puzzled Brent no end.  He had learned enough to know she wasn’t afraid of him, but there was an excited melancholy that enveloped her whenever he was around.  As the division finished the last training session the night before the trial, she was completely encased in a deep blue aura.  She was depressed beyond that which words could describe.
 
   “Tomorrow’s the big day!”  Kindra marched with a bounce in her step
 
   “Don’t remind me,” Cain sighed.
 
   “What’s got you?”  Brent nudged Cain.
 
   “There are going to be a lot of credits changing hands tomorrow, and I won’t get a slice of the action.”
 
   “They bet on the trials too?”  Brent was surprised.  “Wait, I thought everyone had trials.  Who’s doing the betting?”
 
   “Trials take place over five days,” Cain explained half heartedly.  “Five grades compete a day while the rest watch and wait their turn – and make credits hand over fist.  We will be fighting against the other three divisions in our grade while every other bookie on the station gets rich off us.”
 
   “Why not get it all done at once?”
 
   “Simple, not enough room.  The trials use the largest of the exam rooms and take most of the day.  There simply isn’t enough room for everyone.”
 
   “Don’t forget, it’s important to have someone watching.”  Kindra waved her finger at Cain.  “There is more to life than credits.”
 
   “Well, for everyone else it’s important.”  Cain stuck out his tongue.
 
   “I’d normally agree with you, but we might just pull off a win.”  Kindra looked up at the ceiling lights as smiled.  “The division leaders watching over us will be quite surprised.”
 
   “Watching over us?  You make them sound majestic or something.” Cain said as he rolled his eyes.  “More like a pack of vultures eyeing their next meal.  They see something they like, they dive down and scoop it up.”  Cain flapped his arms like a bird.
 
   “Your descriptions are always so . . . colorful.”  Kindra chuckled.
 
   Cassandra brushed forcefully against Cain as she ran down the corridor ahead of the division.  The force of the suit’s passing sent Cain tumbling.
 
   “Was it something I said?”  Cain watched Cassandra run off dumbfounded.
 
   “Well, you know how she detests your occupation.”  Kindra shrugged.
 
   “Maybe so . . . hey, Brent!” Cain called as he jumped to his feet.  “Ready for another night in the war room?”
 
   “Maybe another . . .” he started to protest.
 
   “He isn’t going anywhere!” a loud voice bellowed from behind them.
 
   “Leonard?”  Kindra spun around at the sudden shout.
 
   “No one is going anywhere.”  Leonard shouted to the whole division despite staring Cain down.  “Everyone is to head to their bunk and get some sleep.  I won’t have all this training wasted because you are all too tired to stand in the morning.  Save your celebrations for tomorrow night.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” the division shouted back in unison.
 
   Brent had to blink at the division’s reaction.  A few weeks ago, any order Leonard bellowed would have been ignored or met with griping and complaints.  Now, the division was acting like a proper military unit.  As he and the other troopers marched to their bunks, he couldn’t help but wonder what was bothering Cassandra.  While he couldn’t sense the emotions of the others, it was obvious she was the only one depressed.  The memory of the blue aura haunted him as he drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14: The Trial
 
   Morning came too soon.  As Brent stretched, the last images from the fifth exam faded.  He was getting used to watching the massive maw destroy everything around him.  It was a very effective alarm.  He instinctively felt his forehead.  Not a drop of sweat.  Gathering a spare uniform, he joined the rest of the division in the common room.  As they set out to the stalls, Brent noticed something was different.  Instead of a long messy line in front of them, the path was cleared.  Every other trooper lined the walls, saluting the division as it passed.
 
   “Dead man’s march,” Cain mumbled.
 
   “What?”  Brent watched the troopers as they passed.
 
   “Today is our trial; they are saluting us for the last time.”
 
   “Tomorrow the FF will line the walls and show the same respect to the other grades,” Kindra added.
 
   “After the trial, the FF won’t be the same – none of the divisions will be.”  Cain smiled to himself.  “Troopers will shift around and find new homes.  Five days from now it will be a new division; only the name and a few familiar faces will remain the same.”
 
   As Brent took in the deeper meaning, he spotted a few familiar faces.  Doug and the rest of his “fan club” were lining the walls, searching the division.  When Marie spotted him, she nudged the others; each of them stiffened.  Puzzled, Brent noticed there were others who were stiffening as well, others he didn’t recognize.  As he was about to reach them, they swung their arms into an X in front of them.  As Brent passed, the troopers lining the walls bowed deeply.
 
   A few troopers in the lines remained in the proper salute, confused at the actions of those around them.  A hush fell over the division.  As they marched down the corridor, more troopers bowed at Brent’s approach.  Shock and surprise filled the faces of the division.  No one dared speak, in fear of disturbing the strange sight.  Brent tried not to show his discomfort at all the attention.  As the division entered the massive room of stalls, the spell wore off.
 
   “Did I just see that?” a trooper mumbled to himself.
 
   “I did wake up right?  I’m not still dreaming.  Pinch me,” another rambled.
 
   “Brent.”  Kindra leaned over toward him.  “What was that?”
 
   “Wish I knew.”  He shrugged.
 
   “Looks like the competition for you will be more intense than the trial itself,” Cain cackled.  “I might have to work some sort of commission of selling you.”
 
   “Enough,” Leonard shouted.  “We have places to be and a trial to win.  Everyone to their stalls.”
 
   The division jumped to it, each taking a stall and waiting for the walls to rise.  Brent absentmindedly took a free stall while the memory of the bowing troopers replayed through his mind.  Suddenly, two arms wrapped around him, holding him perfectly still.  Struggling was futile as the arms easily overpowered him.  As the walls rose around him, Brent realized he was trapped with the stranger.  When the walls reached the ceiling, he tried again to break free.  His captor held him tight.  It was obviously a girl.  He realized with a start that the back of his shirt was wet.  The girl was holding him tightly while weeping into his back.
 
   “Don’t leave us,” a weak voice trembled.
 
   Brent thought he recognized the voice, but something was different.  Struggling, he tried to steal a glance at the girl behind him but she held him too tightly.  Long dark hair rolled over his shoulder as he struggled.
 
   “Cassandra?”  Brent guessed aloud.
 
   The girl released him and took a step away, hiding her face in her hands, tears escaping through the gaps between fingers.  He instantly recognized her outline, although she was in the standard uniform of the FF.  A sight he had only seen on rare occasion in the 3Ps.
 
   “It’s not fair,” she cried out.
 
   He hesitantly took a step toward her.  Her body was caught in a swelling blue that churned like an ocean in a tempest.
 
   “It’s not fair to leave us like this.  Don’t leave me alone again.”  The girl wept openly.
 
   As he got closer she lunged at him, embracing him.  She dug her head into his shoulder.  He knew she didn’t intend to hurt him, but her strength sent small waves of pain radiating through his shoulder.  Tears ran down the shiny black of his Weaver’s uniform.
 
   “Ever since you showed up I’ve felt . . . normal.  You are different; you didn’t see me like the others.  Please . . . please don’t leave me behind.  I can’t go back to that life.”  Her hands clung to him desperately.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her.  It was odd to feel her warmth.  He had spent so much time with her in the combat suit he had subconsciously imagined she would be as cold as the suit itself.  She stirred uneasily.  Her head pulled back from his shoulder and stared into his eyes.  Brent cleared the hair obscuring her deep red face.  A tear rolled down her cheek.
 
   “Why don’t you turn away?  Why don’t you look at me with disgust?  You can’t look at me like that and then leave,” Cassandra sniveled.
 
   “Then I won’t.”  He wiped the tear away.
 
   As another tear swelled just below her eye, Brent pressed his lips to hers.  He could feel the heat of her aurora envelop him.  The rest of the world faded away until it was just the two of them caught up in an endless sea of warmth.  In a blissful eternity they joined as one.  When he finally pulled back, he found her blushing an even deeper red.  He smiled to himself.  Her skin was the same color as her aura.  He had always thought her pretty, but at that moment he couldn’t imagine any sight would ever compare to her beauty.  For a while she just stared at him.
 
   “What now?” she asked timidly.
 
   “Now?  Now we win a trial.”  He nodded with confidence.
 
   “I see.”  She looked down at the ground, a faint blue intruding on the red aura.
 
   He lifted her face.
 
   “We will win. Whatever the Administer throws at us.  Whatever the universe throws at us.”  He took her hand and intertwined their fingers.  “We will overcome it.  I won’t leave you.  Ever.”  Brent meant his words.
 
   She trembled for a moment before kissing him again.  She held him tenderly for a long while.  Again the world melted away.  With a start, Brent realized it wasn’t the world, but the facilities.  The walls had started sinking into the floor.  Cassandra realized what was happening and stumbled away from him.  As the walls disappeared back into the floor, a wolf whistle rang out.  Cain and a couple dozen troopers were waiting.
 
   “Casanova.”  Cain winked.
 
   Cassandra flushed and tried to run from the others.  Brent grabbed her hand and pulled with all his might against her strength.  He skidded a few paces before his boots gripped the floor and he slowed her progress.  Realizing she was being held back, she turned to face him; embarrassment and anger smoldered on her face.
 
   “This ends now.  If any of you have a problem with Cassandra, you have a problem with me.”  Brent held Cassandra’s hand firmly.  “You think there is something funny about her face?  Let’s hear it!  I’ll give you one of black and blue.”
 
   The troopers looked at one another then burst into laughter.  Cain walked up and patted Cassandra on the shoulder.
 
   “Good for you.  Bagged yourself one heck of a boyfriend.”  Cain chuckled.
 
   The rest of the troopers dispersed, chuckling to themselves.  A few winked at the couple.  One even shook Brent’s free hand.
 
   “Enjoy the show?”  he asked Cain as he released Cassandra.
 
   “I expected more from you.”  Cain winked.  “A couple of kisses.  I’ve seen medical training 3Ps that were more exciting.  Might have to rescind your title of Casanova.”
 
   “What’s going on over here?”  Kindra was still drying her hair with a towel as she approached the group.
 
   “Nothing, just some pre-battle jitters,” Cain blurted behind him as he quickly fled.
 
   “Who’s this?”  Kindra faced Cassandra.  “Trooper, identify yourself.”
 
   For a moment she stared at the squad leader disbelievingly.
 
   “Cassandra Foster,” she said hesitantly.
 
   “Cassandra?  That’s really you?”  Kindra was stunned.
 
   “The one and only.”  Brent prepared to stop her from running again.  “Looks good without the suit, doesn’t she?”
 
   “What’s the delay?” Leonard demanded as he approached the group.  “Kindra!  You’ve got a pair of troopers who haven’t finished yet?  Brent, is that you?  Why is your uniform soaking wet?  Stall malfunction?”
 
   “Something like that.”  He appeased the division leader.  “We’ll be ready shortly; sorry for the hold up.”
 
   Shrugging, Leonard walked off, checking up on the rest of the division, barking orders at every opportunity.  Kindra looked down at Brent’s uniform, noticing for the first time his chest was drenched.
 
   “Okay, now I know something is up.  Whatever it is you two are up to, finish it quick.  If Leonard’s head gets any bigger he’ll explode.”  Kindra followed after Leonard, chuckling to herself.
 
   When they were alone, Cassandra turned to him and planted a small kiss on his cheek.  Without a word she ran off.  Brent felt his cheek.  It had been an interesting morning.  He wondered what the rest of the day had in store.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The entire observation deck was abuzz.  Normally, trials started off slowly as they worked from the lowest ranked grades upwards.  Each day was normally more entertaining than the last as the more skilled divisions put on better shows.  Today was anything but normal.  Everyone who wasn’t participating in a trial was in the observation room.  Every trooper eagerly awaited the trial of the twenty-fifth grade.  Any other day they’d be written off as a joke, a series of blunders and mistakes leading to the invariable success of the drifter from the twenty-fourth grade.  It was the same every time.  The FF, TA, and RG would try their best, but to no avail.  Despite having failed their last trial, the division from the twenty-fourth grade always outclassed those in the twenty-fifth.  However, that was before Brent had showed up.
 
   Before him there had never been a case of an entire group of recruits passing their exams.  Brent was the breaker of absolutes.  Even though all the recruits had all been retested, the first run was the one that stuck with the troopers of the academy.  Cain had been right, of course; the bookies had been frantically busy for the better part of three weeks.  Only an ITU trade array could boast a larger number of transactions.
 
   “Not going to place a bet on Brent?” Jack asked, coping with the headache the excited troopers were giving him.
 
   “Who said I hadn’t already?”  Nathan chuckled to himself.
 
   “I should have known.”
 
   “It’s a shame though; the odds on the boy are downright offensive now.  I doubt there is a single bet against him.”
 
   “They learned their lesson last time.”
 
   “I suppose.  Any progress so far?”
 
   “None, I’m sad to say.  I’ve studied every one of Brent’s actions from the point he boarded the academy to the point he altered the girl’s emotions, and not one lead.”
 
   “The other recruits?”
 
   “Dead ends.  The two he sensed the aura from had nothing useful to say when I interviewed them.  The boy, Owen, had shaken his hand and thanked him a few times, but we’ve already ruled out physical contact.  The girl, Hiroko, now she had extensive contact with Brent.  For a while I even considered blood transfer as the foundation of his ability to sense others, but had to rule that out too.
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “The girl, Cassandra.  She is the only one he can sense.  I’ve gone over each of their interactions leading up to his alteration of her emotions.  There wasn’t a single opportunity for blood transfer between them.  In fact, there wasn’t much opportunity for anything.”
 
   “What do you mean?  I haven’t exactly been able to focus on Brent for a while.”
 
   “I know, Nathan, but you did a fabulous job on the trial.  The first time he met her was the night before.  She snuck up behind him in a combat suit, tried to scare him.  It didn’t even faze him.  A moment later she tries to attack one of the FF regulars, a Mr. Cain Hooten, but fails, and her helmet falls off . . .”
 
   “Hooten, why do I know that name?” Nathan interrupted.
 
   “Alden Hooten.”
 
   “Of course!  One of those big wigs from Core Industries, a magnate I think he calls himself.  I didn’t know CI was sending its youth to Commonwealth academies.”
 
   “Normally not, but Alden’s beef is with the Independent Traders Union not us.  He thinks there is still a possibility for profitable relations with the Commonwealth military.”
 
   “Great, so he sends his son here to show the universe he is all chummy with the Imperial Armed Forces.”
 
   “That about sums it up.  But you’ve missed the point.”
 
   “I have?  Oh yes!  We were talking about Brent.  I’m sorry, Jack.  I spent more all-nighters on the trial than I should have.  I’ve recently become aware I’m not the youth I once was.”
 
   “Nonsense!  You’ve always needed your sleep, even as a youth.”  Jack chuckled.
 
   “Very funny.  So the boy only had a single encounter with the girl?”
 
   “As I was saying, the girl’s helmet had fallen off and Brent did make physical contact – but only for a second or two.  After that she ran back to her bunk, and the two don’t see one another until my training session the next morning.  Being generous, there were three to four seconds where the girl wasn’t completely protected by a sealed combat suit.  If that tiny amount of exposure is all it takes . . .”
 
   “Maybe we aren’t thinking about this right,” Nathan said, interrupting again.
 
   “What do you mean?” Jack asked, hiding his annoyance at his friend’s lack of focus.
 
   “Well, you told me you first thought Brent was a Weaver back on Trica, right?”
 
   “Yes, he changed the local population.”
 
   “But besides that, you first figured it out when he changed a suicidal doctor, right?”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “What if it’s not something physical that gives Brent the ability to sense your emotions?  What if he can only sense people if their emotions are strong enough?”
 
   “I hadn’t considered that . . . however, there is a problem with your idea, Nathan.  I’ve been watching over the boy ever since he got here.  When he was with the girl he surprised her, no doubt about that.  But since then he’s been in fights and around others who have exhibited much stronger emotions.”
 
   “Every time I think I’ve got a handle on things, it’s just a shot in the dark.”
 
   “Even blind shots can occasionally hit their target,” Jack said with a warm smile.
 
   “Not exactly reassuring that our only hope is in figuring things out by mistake.  Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to wait in the lounge for a while.”
 
   “Why?  What’s in the lounge?”
 
   “It’s not what’s in the lounge, it’s what isn’t in the lounge.  They are about to start the trial.  They had me explain how it works, and you know I can’t stand hearing my own voice.”
 
   “I’ll save your seat,” Jack called after Nathan as he fled to the lounge.
 
   The monitors sprang to life.  Jack noticed that almost all of them featured the twenty-fifth grade; the other four grades were barely being shown anywhere as they warmed up for their trails later in the day.  It was obvious the other grades were only shown because the division leaders couldn’t completely ignore them.  Although, he wondered if anyone would protest if all the monitors showed only the twenty-fifth.  A silhouette took form and filled with color; it was Nathan’s speech.
 
   “Greetings, troopers, and welcome to the trials!  Today will feature the twenty-fifth through twenty-first grades competing for advancement.  You all know the rules, but I’ve been asked to explain them anyway.  The divisions are given standard combat gear and tasked to battle one another in an arena of my design.  The divisions that do best will move up a grade, while those that do the worst will drop down a grade.  I’ve put a lot of work into this trial and am quite proud of it.”  Nathan’s double explained while the real thing hid in the lounge, his fingers in his ears.
 
   The screens changed to a desert scene.  The camera flew over countless dunes.  In the distance a single point broke the flat horizon.  As the camera grew closer, the point reached higher and higher.  When the camera reached the spire it orbited it, showing off the surface detail.  It was obviously an ancient fortress of some kind, a single tall tower with tiny holes in its sides from about half way up to the top.  Its surface color wasn’t the gray of metal but a light pink.  Its surface looked like a smoother more sturdy form of the sand that blanketed its base. The base had four wide openings, each one pointing in a different direction, giving the base a square shape.  At the top was an open veranda.  The camera swooped into the open area where it could survey the ground far below.
 
   “For this trial I thought I’d take a page from the play books of the other instructors.  Instead of a modern scenario, we will be looking back for inspiration.  Before you is a massive tower.  Instead of metal plates, it is completely constructed out of dried clay with metal wires interlaced.  According to the Datanet, it’s a process known as ‘adobe,’ although I have substituted metal for straw to give the structure a bit more ruggedness.”
 
   The prerecorded Nathan tended to ramble just as much as the live one did.
 
   “I’ve tested it thoroughly, and you can trust me when I say it will prove a match for the weapons fielded by the divisions.  It reaches twenty-five stories, with turrets and other firing vantage points starting at the thirteenth floor.  Now, this exam will use a point system.  The first division to reach six hundred points wins.  For every enemy trooper a division takes out they will earn six points.  Every enemy they capture is worth twelve.  Now, you are probably wondering how the tower plays into this.  Well, once a division captures the tower by climbing to its top, they will earn a single point for every second they hold the tower.  Now, for those of you who have some difficulty with mathematics, what this all means is the first division to hold the tower for ten minutes wins the trial.”
 
   With the explanation over, the monitors focused on the troopers entering the area.  Nathan quickly returned to his seat.
 
   “So?  How was I?”  Nathan settled in his chair.
 
   Jack made a snoring sound.
 
   “That bad?  Well what can I say?  I’m a scientist, not a game show host,” Nathan grumbled in his seat.
 
   “I’m only kidding, Nathan, you did fine,” Jack apologized.  “Do you think the divisions will figure out the trick to your exam?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you figured it out already!  I spent hours working it out.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Nathan.  It’s nothing more than a hunch of mine.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope it takes the divisions a little longer to develop their own hunches.”
 
   “Good morning, ladies and gents!” an overactive voice boomed from the PA.  “And what a morning it is too!”
 
   “Who is that?”  Nathan scanned the observation deck for its owner.
 
   “From your home away from home I come to you to give you the play by play of today’s riveting trial!”  Rick shouted over the PA.  “I’ve been begged by several troopers with large lists of wagers to give the rundown on today’s grudge match.  Some of you might know me from the historical reenactment center, although I won’t hold that against you!”
 
   “Looks like we’ve got an announcer.”  Jack chuckled to himself.  “All we need now is license from the Commonwealth, and we could broadcast this as a sporting event.”
 
   “Sometimes I start to wonder if this is really an academy anymore,” Nathan sighed.  “When did the inmates start running the asylum I wonder . . .”
 
   “Without further delay, let me introduce today’s main players.  In the twenty-first grade we have . . . Ha!  You thought I’d bore you all to tears.  We’ll get to them after the main show is over!  Let’s skip past the formalities and get right down to the meat.  The twenty-fifth grade is made up of four divisions.  We have the blood thirsty RG, well known for the brutality of their troopers and their leader.  The solid TA, renown for digging in and doing ab-sol-ute-ly nothing until someone else wins.  Ouch.  Of course there is the one time favorite to win, the SF.  Some of you might remember the glory days of the SF when they were in the top three grades.”
 
   The monitors shifted to show highlights of the SF’s previous trials.
 
   “However, the glory has faded as the division has plummeted all the way to the bottom.  Will they manage to climb back to the top?  Does anyone care?  Who knows!  And, of course, there is the one, the only, the FF!  Up until a month ago they were the lowest of the low, famous for their critical blunders and in-fighting.  Today, they stand before us with a secret weapon.”
 
   A roar of excitement rippled through the troopers like a tsunami of sound.
 
   “Some of you have watched him slice through his opponents with a blazing sword of Shard units and unconventional tactics in the war room.  Some of you even share his affinity for dark flowing capes.  But today, all of you will be able to see if the new commander has the stuff to drag an entire division out of the ashes.  Will he be the fire to ignite the phoenix?  You all know whom I’m talking about.  The cunning, the calculating, and, as his friend tells me, the Casanova . . . Brent!”  The announcer had the entire room cheering.
 
   “Now there is someone who knows how to work a crowd.”  Jack nudged Nathan.
 
   Nathan made a snoring sound.  Jack burst into laughter.  Nathan grinned and joined the laughter.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The FF was ready for the trial.  Every trooper was in full armor.  Brent chuckled, as the squad now resembled an army of angry snowmen.  He was the only exception; his suit remained the shiny black of a Weaver.  He felt even more on display than usual, and that was saying something.  Leonard stood at the lead.  Brent watched as Reggie stepped out of a side corridor, taking a place next to Leonard.  A moment later Tyra took her place on the other side of Leonard.  A fourth trooper he had never seen before took his place and yawned.  He was rotund with the gold emblem of a division leader.
 
   The doorway in front of the division leaders slid open, and a tall man in the gray uniform of maintenance passed a pad to Reggie.  He glanced at it for a moment, nodded, and firmly ground his thumb into it.  The man in gray took the pad and handed it to Leonard.  He took longer, obviously actually reading it.  After a moment he pressed his thumb on the pad, although not as forcefully as Reggie had.  The man in gray then passed it off to Tyra who read it quickly and lightly tapped the pad.  The fourth division leader yawned and pressed the pad without even glancing at it.  The man in gray double-checked the pad before disappearing back through the doorway he had just come through.  Reggie quickly dashed off to the left, his division keeping step.  The fourth division leader sluggishly took off to the right, his division even more sloth-like in their pursuit.  Tyra shot a glace at Brent before heading off down the left path.  Her division moved with hardened military precision.
 
   “So what’s the damage?” Kindra asked, when the other divisions were gone.
 
   “Looks like a siege, a single tall tower in the center of four encampments,” Leonard announced to the whole division.  “We’ve got the south spot with the SF to the west and TA to the east.  On the opposite side of the tower is the RG in the north.  I’ve sent you the full details already, Brent.  Feel free to go over them.  We are going to crush them.”  Leonard ground his fist into his open palm.
 
   “How do we want to do this?”  Sanderson stood beside Kindra.  “March in there in standard squad formations and break when the trial starts, or just break up now?”
 
   “Break up now,” Brent ordered with a firm nod.  “Greg, set up defensive positions – one facing the northeast, and a second facing the northwest.  Sanderson, you take the northern sections of Greg’s positions.  Kindra, fill out the edges.  Rhea, you get to the west as fast as you can.  We need to strike the SF before they expect us.  Humphrey, you start setting up your heavy weapons; focus on the west.  Tyra is probably going to dig in before she assaults the tower, and you’ll dig them right out again.”
 
   “Hold up, you’ve got a plan . . . already?” Rhea protested.
 
   “Obviously you haven’t seen him in the war room,” Cain said smugly.
 
   “Sounds like we’ve got a battle plan; everyone form your groups!”  Leonard was giddy with excitement.
 
   “Thirty seconds until go time,” Kindra called out.
 
   “Everyone got their assignments?” Leonard called out one final check.
 
   “Let’s show them what we are made of!” Rhea shouted.  “For the glory of the Commonwealth!”
 
   “Forget the Commonwealth; we do this for ourselves!” Humphrey mumbled loudly, well louder.
 
   “It’s time; all groups fall out!”  Sanderson was already rushing toward the doorway.
 
   The division quickly filed through the doorway and ran toward the tower.  As they passed over the sand, the bright white suits shifted color to match the terrain, a patchwork of tan and light brown.  Brent’s remained black; he would be an easy target out in the open.  He momentarily wondered if Weavers demanded such out of foolish pride, or if the designers had a deep hatred of them.  Greg and his Beaters ripped at the sand like dogs searching for lost bones.  As they got the sniper cover over their trenches, Sanderson’s Blasters filled out the northern edges.  They had a wide firing arc that completely covered the south facing of the tower.  Kindra’s Bunkers filled out the space between, lining their sights along the most likely path of attack from the nearby camps.  Humphrey had his mobile artillery half assembled; another few minutes and they’d be shelling the SF.  The Comsat crackled.
 
   “Message for Brent.”  The Brain on the other end relayed the message.  “Blitzers reached SF encampment.  Encampment empty.  Repeat, encampment empty.  Request new orders.”
 
   “Get the Blitzers back,” Brent ordered into his Comsat.  “Have them perform recon of the TA encampment.  Keep distance from tower.  That is critical.  Tell them not to get close to tower.  Bombardiers, switch targets; prepare to move on the TA encampment.”
 
   “The SF not there?  What’s that about?”  Kindra scanned the horizon.
 
   “They are already in the tower.  Didn’t bother to set up a camp.”  Brent checked on the Blasters.
 
   “Isn’t that a bad thing?” Cassandra asked, still holding her shovel.
 
   “Just means we have a ten minute time limit off the start, that’s all,” Brent said reassuringly.
 
   “So much for Cain telling you these things take all day.”  Kindra chuckled.
 
   “Message for Brent,” the Comsat crackled.  “Blitzers received light fire.  Fire from northern position.  Rhea advises a battle group from RG is inbound.  Prepare for assault.” 
 
   “Sanderson, Kindra, get ready!”  Brent shouted his orders.  “Blasters, focus on high priority targets; don’t let them get any heavy weapons near us.  Bunkers, keep a nice even screen of suppression fire.  Hold your fire until you know you can get a kill.” 
 
   A loud tri-tone rang out over the battlefield.  Brent snuck a peak out from the sniper cover.  Four bright beacons shown from the top of the tower, two white and two pink.
 
   “The tower belongs to the SF now; we’ve got ten minutes,” Brent mumbled to himself.
 
   The sound of an energy discharge interrupted Brent’s thoughts.  The RG was attacking.  He scrambled to get a look at the approaching force without getting in the way of the Blasters or Bunkers.  Strong looking troopers were rushing over the sand, shouting loudly as they got closer.  The Blasters were taking out targets far in the rear of the assault, beyond what Brent could make out.  As the forward line got closer, the Bunkers opened fire.  Their shots were much less precise but far more rapid.  A quarter of the charging line dropped.  Their suits returned to their white color as they paralyzed the wearer.  The rest of the line hit the sand.  The RA fired wildly toward the trench, their shots missing widely while Kindra kept them pinned down.
 
   “Message for Brent.”  The Comsat crackled over the weapons fire.  “Rhea reached TA.  No activity.  Repeat.  No activity.  Light weapons fire to the north but no active troop deployment.  Base heavily fortified.  Please advise.”
 
   “Have Blitzers harass the TA.  Make them spilt themselves between the RG and us.  Do not engage from a single position for longer than fifteen seconds until Humphrey and his Bombardiers get into range for shelling.”  Brent watched the pinned RG troopers fire wildly.
 
   Suddenly, a shot flew past Brent’s back.  The energy burst hadn’t come from the RG.
 
   “Blasters!  Switch targets!  SF attack from tower,” Brent shouted to Sanderson as much as the Comsat.  “Target to disable, not kill.  Repeat.  Target to capture.”
 
   The troopers quickly spun toward the tower.  A small group of troopers was at the opening taking pot shots at the trenches.  The Blasters fired a salvo.  Three SF troopers hit the ground.  Their suits retained their tan color, indicating they were only disabled.  The Blasters continued firing at the others in the small group as they fled back into the tower.
 
   “Greg I need those downed SF!  They don’t count as captured unless we get them to our base!” Brent shouted over the weapons fire.
 
   “You heard the man Beaters; go get’m.”  Greg smiled wickedly.
 
   “Blasters, provide cover fire until prisoners have been escorted to trench.  Once secured, return focus to RG.”  Brent watched as several large Beaters rushed off toward the opening.
 
   Quickly reaching the disabled troopers, the large troopers drug them back to the trench while bolts of energy kept the SF hidden in the tower.  The ground around the Beaters started exploding in small puffs.
 
   “Bombardiers!  Status!” Brent shouted into the Comsat.
 
   “Mobile artillery online.  Preparing to move to range of TA base.”  The Comsat crackled its response.
 
   “Belay that order,” Brent said into the Comsat.  “Fire on the tower.  Beaters receiving sniper fire from turrets above.”
 
   Four black streaks of smoke carved a path through the sky to the mid line of the tower.  Four massive explosions erupted on the tower, sending large rocks falling to the ground below.  The tower shook a bit as the metal superstructure underneath the stone absorbed the brunt of the damage.
 
   “Excellent work.  Bombardiers, continue on to TA base.  Get us some kills,” Brent ordered into the Comsat.
 
   The Beaters reached the trench with their prizes.  The three captures would improve their score substantially.  As the Beaters relieved the disabled troopers of their rifles, Brent noticed one of them was struggling with something in his hand.
 
   “Grenade!”  Brent yelled as he dived on the disabled trooper.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The ascent had been exhausting but well was worth it.  As Tyra surveyed the battle below, she was content that in only ten minutes the SF would claim victory.  She wouldn’t waste the expected time setting up and fighting over the tower base.  She wished she could have seen the look on the other division leaders.  Both the FF and the RG had sent early ambushes against the SF only to find she had already cleared out.  Tyra chuckled to herself as the two RG squads passed the SF starting point and marched onwards to the FF encampment.  The only way it could have been better is if the TA was worth anything.
 
   Tyra sighed as she watched the TA base from the top of the tower.  It was much larger than the others and very well defended.  The northern end was exchanging fire with one of Reggie’s squads while the south was being harassed by a smaller group of FF.  The hit and run tactics of the FF seemed to be claiming more kills than the RG.  However, no matter what either squad did, the TA just sat there.  They hugged their fortifications and sat idle, waiting for someone else to finish the trial.  A loud thud interrupted Tyra’s thoughts as tremors shook the tower.
 
   “We’ve been hit!” Ronald shouted.
 
   “You think?”  Tyra braced herself against the stone railing.  “Instead of stating the obvious, why not tell me something useful?”
 
   “The FF has disabled three troopers and is working to capture them.”
 
   “Capture!  Don’t you dare let them get their hands on those troopers!”
 
   “We are trying.  Snipers report a fifty-eight percent drop in accuracy.  Heat from the dunes below is creating an optical illusion.  The snipers are firing into heat waves that are blurring their sights.  That explosion was heavy weapons fire from the FF.  Looks like they didn’t take kindly to being sniped at.”
 
   “Damage?”
 
   “The tower remains firm, but the superstructure on the south side has warped; less than a third of the firing points remain viable.”
 
   “Reposition as many troopers as you can at the base!  When Brent realizes we’ve lost most of our ability to fire on him, he’ll come running.”
 
   Ronald saluted and departed back into the tower.  He wasn’t a bad guy really.  He was one of the few who had been loyal to Tyra when she took over the division.  It bothered her to no end that she constantly took out her frustrations on him.  However, every time she tried to be nicer, something would go wrong and she’d lose her temper.  Ever since she took command of the SF, something was always going wrong.  When the shaking stopped she edged closer to the south railing.
 
   That troublesome new recruit was down there.  Hidden in those trenches.  The FF was fighting with an intensity Tyra hadn’t seen since back when the SF was in the top grades.  If only she had been able to get Brent.  As Tyra let out a sigh she heard a small crackling pop.  In the distance far below, the northwest trench of the FF was smoking.  As the smoke cleared, she could make out a large empty circle in the center of the trench.  Dozens of troopers lay disabled.  The reduced firepower invigorated the RG.  A new wave of RG reinforcements from the west rushed toward the damaged trench.  The FF in the northeast trench abandoned their position and quickly repopulated the damaged front.  Large hulking troopers worked desperately to re-dig the trench and get an anti-sniper screen back in place.
 
   “Explosion in the FF defensive line!” Ronald shouted, as he returned to the top of the tower.
 
   “I noticed that.  Any idea what happened?”  Tyra took a deep breath and tried to remain calm.
 
   “Not yet.  One second they are blasting away at the RG, the next – boom.  As best we can tell, it was a stunner.”
 
   “A grenade?  I didn’t see anything like that in the standard equipment specs for the trial.  Wait, who were the three troopers the FF captured?
 
   “We can’t account for Gloria, Mahoney, or Claude.”
 
   “Mahoney.  I should have known.  He must have smuggled in some of his personal stash.”
 
   “Division leader!”  Ronald tapped on his helmet.  “Look at that!”
 
   “What?  Where?”  Tyra zoomed in on the damaged defensive line below.
 
   Three tan troopers were crawling away from the FF, completely unnoticed.  Tapping the controls on the side of the visor, Tyra zoomed in closer.  Displayed proudly on their left shoulders were two colored bands – one white, the other pink.
 
   “I don’t believe it; they survived the blast!” Ronald shouted excitedly.
 
   “The stunners are coded to our armor.  The blast wouldn’t stun our own people!”  She laughed in triumph.
 
   “They must have played dead until the FF was too busy with the RG to notice their escape.  Tyra!  Look at that!  In the center of the blast!”
 
   Tyra quickly panned.  With the increased zoom, the movement made her dizzy for a moment.  As she regained her balance, she focused on the scene below.  She instantly realized what had excited Ronald.  In the center of the disabled tan suits was a single black one.  Not only had the three SF troopers escaped capture, they had taken out Brent.  A tinge of disappointment filled Tyra as she realized she wouldn’t be able to see whatever plan he had cooked up.  However, glee won over the disappointment.  She grabbed Ronald’s hand and started waltzing.
 
   “I didn’t know you could dance.”  He clumsily tried to keep step.
 
   “Daughter of a diplomat.”  Tyra regained her composure and returned to the railing.  “Social graces were ground into me.”
 
   “Never would have guessed.”
 
   “What?  That I could be polite?”
 
   “No, that you had a graceful side.  It would take me years to learn to move like that.”
 
    The tower suddenly shook violently.
 
   “What was that?”  Tyra gripped the railing firmly.  “The RG shelling us now?”
 
   “Negative.”  Ronald had been taken by surprise and had fallen to the ground.  “The RG has been sniping at us but nothing more than that.  Lost a good twenty or so troopers to them so far, but we are avoiding the north facing now.  That was something more substantial.”
 
   “The FF shelling us again?”  Tyra helped him back up.
 
   “Negative.  Their artillery halted their advance on the TA and is now shelling RG position trying desperately to hold them back.  Losing that trench really hurt the FF.”
 
   “Don’t tell me the TA did it.”
 
   “Again, that’s a negative.  Snipers on the east facing report the TA hasn’t so much as yawned hostilely at us.”
 
   “Well, if we know who didn’t do it, then who did?”
 
   “Hold on.  I’m getting reports of smoke inside the tower!”
 
   “Inside?  That’s impossible . . .”
 
   Tyra quickly surveyed the FF base.  The “disabled” troopers were now firing on the RG.  They had been repositioned by the other troopers so their un-paralyzed limbs could fire on the enemy.  With the RG suppressed, FF troopers poured into the tower.  Thick black smoke bellowed out from its base.
 
   “We’re being raided!  Get everyone down to the base!” Tyra shouted.
 
   There was no response.  A strange sight startled Tyra as she turned away from the FF base below.  Ronald was standing still with his hands raised in surrender while a SF trooper held a rifle to his chest.
 
   “What’s the meaning of this?”  Tyra rubbed her temples in annoyance.  “This is not the time for a mutiny!  The FF is coming!”
 
   “Oh, they aren’t coming.  There are already here,” the SF suit answered.
 
   The free arm of the suit tapped the control panel on the opposing forearm, and the visor slid open.  Standing before her was Brent with a large grin from within the SF suit.
 
   “You?  How?  When?”  Tyra was in a stupor.
 
   “I spotted the stun grenade before your trooper could use it.”  Brent explained his plot as he waited for reinforcements.  “It gave me the perfect opportunity.  Two troopers and myself exchanged combat suits with the prisoners.  We then used the stun grenade on ourselves.  The remaining FF reoccupied the trench, ensuring you couldn’t claim the disabled as captured.  The three of us then returned to the tower and started climbing up here.  The bulk of your forces assembled at the base didn’t bat an eye as we hobbled right past them.  A stun grenade wasn’t the only special ordinance your trooper was carrying.  As we cleared the mass of troopers at the base, I tossed a fragmentation grenade.”
 
   Brent made a tossing motion, then mimicked a large explosion with his hands.
 
   “In a single explosion, most of your division was taken out.  In the confusion, the three of us ascended the tower, taking out surprised troopers along the way.  Right about now the FF is securing the tower, and the last of your division is being dealt with.”
 
   A loud tone rang out.  The four pillars of light shifted from the white and pink of the SF to the orange and green of the FF.  The tower was theirs.
 
   “So you win then, is that it?”  Tyra was still struggling to cope with what her eyes told her.
 
   “Not quite.  The frag grenade belonged to your division.  As such, the FF didn’t get a single point for your downed defense force at the base of the tower.  I wonder if you got credit for them . . .  In any case, the FF is a few points shy of victory.  After we hold the tower for a few more minutes victory will be ours.”  Brent disarmed Ronald.
 
   “Tower is secure!  Looks like we really did it!” Kindra proclaimed as she reached the top.
 
   A second trooper ran past Kindra and hugged Brent.
 
   “It really worked!  I thought they’d discover you.”  Cassandra patted him on the back after releasing her hug.
 
   “Ye of little faith,” he chuckled.
 
   “So what now?” Kindra asked expectantly.
 
   “Get the Blasters to the north facing.”  Brent issued his orders.  “Keep the RG from storming the place.  Also, see if you can get a medic up here.”
 
   “A medic?  You’re hurt?”  Kindra sounded surprised.
 
   “This suit doesn’t quite fit and the left side is mostly disabled from the hip down.  My legs are killing me from that climb.”  Brent futilely rubbed the outsides of the suit.
 
   Kindra let out a single laugh as she descended back into the tower.  A blot of light flashed overhead.
 
   “That’s new,” Tyra said casually as another blot of light arced over them.
 
   Cassandra quickly raised her rifle and pointed it at the SF leader.  Ronald stepped between them.  She stared him down as he refused to move.  Brent put a hand on her rifle, forcing her to lower it.
 
   “It’s okay, Cassandra.  They won’t fight back any more; they know they lost.  Tyra, what is that?”  Brent walked to the north railing.
 
   “Don’t ask me.  I’ve been here since we started, and that’s the first time I’ve seen weapons fire reach this high.”  Tyra peeked out from behind Ronald.
 
   “Looks like the RG is really hammering us.”  A blot of energy flashed a few inches from Brent’s face.  “Entirely sniper fire, though.  No danger to the structure.”
 
   “Guess the ground doesn’t share our accuracy penalty.”  Ronald still stood defensively in front of his leader.
 
   “Of course they don’t.  That’s what the Administer wanted.”  Brent quickly backed away from the lances of energy streaking from below.
 
   “What do you mean?”  Tyra asked skeptically.
 
   “The tower is a trap.  The reason the Administer gave it so much focus is that he wanted us to think it was the key to victory.  In truth, it’s a losing position.  Heat from the desert makes accurate firing impossible, the confined interior makes heavy weapons impossible to set up let alone use, and the wide-open base is a constant threat that is nearly impossible to keep secure.  This thing is a giant death trap.”  Brent patted the stone floor.  “Although, it is a pretty death trap.”
 
   Tyra stared at him blankly.  He hadn’t been in the tower more than a minute, and he knew all its weaknesses.
 
   “Wait, if it’s so bad to keep this place, why are we here?” Cassandra asked bluntly.
 
   “Simple.  We were out of options,” Brent explained to Cassandra.  “While we stopped the RG to the west, they also boxed us in.  There was no way we could attack the RG’s main base, and the battle between us was largely a stalemate.  The TA could offer a few kills, but they were hard earned and took too much time.  Even with artillery fire they are too well fortified.  It would take much longer than ten minutes to break through their defenses and get enough kills to put us over the six hundred points needed.  That left us with the tower and the SF inside.”
 
   “So now what?  We try to keep this place for ten minutes?”  Cassandra tilted her head, puzzled.
 
   “Doesn’t work that way.  The ten minutes I told you about earlier was if we had a score of zero.  Every second we occupy this place we earn a point.”  Brent ducked as another energy pulse zipped by.  “Add in the kills and captures we’ve earned so far and we only need to hold this place for two more minutes.”
 
   “In other words, we kick back, relax, and wait for our victory,” Cain said amusedly as he and a medic emerged from the tower below.
 
   Cain kneeled at the right edge of the north railing and starting firing wildly on the RG base below.
 
   “What do you think you are doing?” Cassandra shouted at the blasting Cain.
 
   “Putting on a good show.  The RG is getting edgy.”  Cain would look through his scope every now and then, but mostly he was firing blindly.  “They probably don’t know we have almost won, but they know something is up.  They keep preparing assault squads but pull them back at the last moment.  If we can keep up a constant barrage of fire, we might be able to delay them until we win.”
 
   Cassandra took a kneeling position next to Cain, and Brent took a position next to her.  The three fired randomly on the RG below, keeping them at bay.
 
   “One minute more, sir,” the medic shouted over the weapons fire.
 
   As if that had been a signal of some kind, the RG put on the pressure.  The RG squads attacking the TA and those targeting of the FF ground forces shifted targets to the tower.  Pulses of energy lit up the sky as they passed from every direction.  Attack groups from the RG base charged the tower.  Brent could see concentrated fire coming from the base of the tower, knocking out troopers left and right.
 
   “If we keep this up, we’ll win in just a few seconds.  Morons are walking right . . . Brent get down!” Cain shouted abruptly.
 
   A tremendous wave of heat washed over Brent as he hit the floor.  A horrible odor assaulted his nose through the open faceplate.  Getting to his knees he found Cain leaning against the solid edge of the railing.  His entire body was shaking.  He followed Cain’s gaze to a white suit in the center of the floor.  Cassandra had been hit.  As Brent edged closer to the suit he could hear Cain vomiting.  When he reached her side he knew why.  It hadn’t been a low yield shot that had hit her.  Instead of just paralyzing the suit, the energy burst had burned right through it.  Cassandra’s chest was exposed; blood oozed from the smoldering flesh.  Brent quickly pulled her helmet off.  Her eyes were slightly glazed and unfocused.
 
   “Cassandra!”  He shook the suit.
 
   Her head sluggishly turned toward him.  Her hand weakly lifted up to his face.
 
   “Medic!” Brent shouted with every fiber of his being.
 
   When no response came, he quickly scanned the tower top.  The medic was completely paralyzed, watching the scene in horror as he futilely tried to move in his white suit.  Brent pressed his hands against the open wound, hoping to stop the blood flow.  Impossible amounts of blood gushed out between his fingers.  She was in shock, and her heart was pumping at full force.
 
   If she had the strength of ten troopers, her heart would bleed her out in one-tenth the time.  He pressed with all his might, begging the heart to calm down.  A stray blot of energy streaked across the tower top and hit Brent.  He fell over as his suit became immobile.  Tears swelled in his eyes as he saw Cassandra’s hand searching hopelessly for him.  He tried with all his might to get closer, but the suit refused to budge.  Despair ripped at his chest as he watched Cassandra’s hand fall limply to her body.
 
   Brent demanded his body move.  He would not give up as long as he drew breath.  The suit moaned as he pressed against it.  Rage consumed him as the suit held him still.  A cracking sound faintly caressed his ears.  Channeling his rage, he pressed against the suit with all his strength.  The suit bent and buckled.  Straining, he demanded movement.  Brent shouted as loudly as his lungs were able as he put every ounce of strength in to moving the suit. The suit shattered, sending fragments of the armor flying off the tower.  The blots of energy stopped flying through the sky. 
 
   Brent returned to Cassandra’s side.  Her eyes were completely glazed over.  The blood was still draining out of her.  He pressed with all his might against the open wound.  He pleaded and begged for her to survive.  His very soul wished for a way to save her.  Brent closed his eyes as the tears ran down his face.  He continued pressing against the wound, but he knew it was too late.
 
   Suddenly, a searing pain filled his hands.  His eyes flung open.  Flowing through his body was a familiar green light.  He instantly remembered it from the fifth exam.  The healing light the Shards had used to treat his wound.  While familiar it was also slightly different at the same time.  It wrapped around him as the auroras wrapped around Cassandra, but he couldn’t feel any strange emotions.  As Brent pressed into the wound with all his might, the green light intensified and flashes etched through his skin like a circuit board channeling to his hands.
 
   The brighter flashes of green light burned his flesh as they moved along.  They left no visible mark, but the pain was unimaginable.  The green light started to surround the wound and then the rest of Cassandra’s body.  The light blazed out from the tower like a brilliant lighthouse guarding a rocky coast.  The light grew brighter and brighter until Brent could no longer see anything but the light.  His hands could still feel the wound.  His body ached as the green light continued to tear at his flesh but he wouldn’t relent.  Gradually, he lost sensation in his hands.  He couldn’t feel anything anymore; a cold white light surrounded him now.
 
   Brent tried to look around, but he was completely surrounded by white light.  He searched out with his hands, only to grasp empty air; Cassandra was gone, along with the tower.  He was drifting in an endless void of cold, white light.  A shiver ran down his spine.  Gentle warmth pulsed near his face.  The warmth rested on his cheek; it was a hand.  Brent couldn’t see it or react to it, but he knew someone was there.  The hand pulled away, leaving him alone in the cold.  He lost all sensation.  A thick blackness ensnared him as he lost consciousness.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Deep in the belly of a dead ice world, long since forgotten by the Commonwealth, an old discord was once again being discussed.  Hidden beneath the layers of ice and rock, they had gathered, an increasingly common event.  Detection was always a threat, so even here they communicated over coded transmissions rather than direct speech.
 
   “Would you take that off?” Second said with disgust.
 
   “Why does it bother you so?”  Fifth smiled to herself.  “A constant reminder I’ve done my job better than you could have?”
 
   “The emblem of the ITU has no place here.”
 
   “Perhaps, but without their loyalty to me our plans would be worthless.”
 
   “You are both correct,” Third interjected.  “Our pawns will finally allow us to take our rightful place, but it is in poor taste, Fifth.”
 
   “This is all in poor taste!” Seventh protested.
 
   “Quit whining,” Sixth said.  “We all know your opinion; no need to constantly remind us.” 
 
   “Please, we will get nowhere bickering randomly,” Eighth pleaded.  “It’s safe to assume no one has changed their stands, I trust.”
 
   Again, as many times before, silence answered Eighth’s question.
 
   “If that is the way of it, then why have we gathered?” Third asked irritably.  “Some of us have more important matters to attend to.”
 
   “More important than this?” Second openly mocked Third.  “You cannot seriously deem your tinkering more important than our objective.  Surely the will of the Forged is more important than boosting your arrays by another measly half percent.”
 
   “That’s enough, Second,” Seventh snapped.  “Third raises a valid point.  Why have we been gathered again?  Our last gathering was only five years ago.  If this keeps up, we’ll be meeting annually!”  Seventh groaned with distain at the thought.
 
   “It’s my fault, I’m afraid,” Fourth said sheepishly.
 
   “A new detail for us to consider, Fourth?”  First asked.
 
   “Contain yourself, First,” Sixth said.  “I’m sure whatever it is that Fourth has discovered will not sway any of us – never has before.”
 
   “Be quiet, both of you.  We all know how difficult this is for Fourth,” Fifth said soothingly.  “Let’s not delay him any longer.”
 
   “The troublemakers are building a fleet,” Fourth said, “a big one.”
 
   “Can you be certain of this?”  Second demanded at once.
 
   “He would never ask for a gathering if there was any doubt,” Fifth said defensively.
 
   “Well, this certainly complicates things,” Sixth said solemnly.
 
   “I told you they were a threat!” Second shouted furiously.  “I knew it was a mistake to expand our numbers.  The Forged should have ended with the first three!” 
 
   “That was never your decision to make.  In addition, I will remind you that it was I, not Fourth, who completed consensus,” Third said with a hint of pride.  “Your ranting is pointless drivel.” 
 
   “You might have come first, but you think like they do,” Second hissed.
 
   “Irrelevant,” First stated flatly.  “Consensus was reached.  Consensus is absolute.  The will of the Forged is absolute.  The individual thought processes are irrelevant as long as consensus is reached.” 
 
   “Even First doesn’t agree with you, Second,” Sixth gloated.  “Why do you waste our time at the gatherings with your mockery?”
 
   “The gatherings themselves are a waste of time,” Seventh said coldly.  “I don’t see why we soil ourselves with direct contact.  Can’t we use long-range communication?  Surely the risk isn’t . . .”
 
   “Silence!” Third shouted over Seventh.
 
   Dead silence fell on the ice world again.  While arguing was common, never before had a speaker been directly interrupted.  The seven grew anxious as Third remained silent.  While each member of the Forged was equal in standing, they knew Third had the largest power base.  He also oversaw the most sensitive of the sensor arrays; he prided himself greatly in that.  If something disturbed Third sufficiently to break protocol, it had to be a major event.
 
   “We must act against the Commonwealth now.”  Third sounded deeply troubled.
 
   “Third’s stand has changed? Why?” First asked.
 
   “Even the warmonger wants more details.  Third, what have you detected?” Sixth asked.
 
   “Shard energy – from within Commonwealth space,” Third answered.
 
   “That’s impossible, isn’t it?” Eight asked.
 
   “As much as I hate to admit it, there is no doubting Third’s array.”  Second sounded troubled.  “If the Commonwealth has an active Shard, who knows what they could do with it.”
 
   “Or what they could learn from it,” Sixth mused.
 
   “The time for preparations is over.  It is time to put our plans into action,” Third said as he broke transmission.
 
   Without another word between them, the gathering ended.  The stalemate had ended.  The Forged departed with a new purpose.  Whatever squabbles they had over the years were meaningless now.  The task at hand was now clear to them all; the Commonwealth would fall.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Looks like we’ve got a technical malfunction,” the announcer said as the monitors went dark.  “Maintenance informs me they are still getting data from the trial.  Nothing more than a damaged feed.  I’m sure we’ll get an image back shortly.  They really know how to kill the mood, don’t they?”
 
   “Did I just see what I thought I saw?” Nathan asked in a hushed voice.
 
   “Let’s not wait to find out,” Jack said as he got up from his chair.
 
   The two discreetly rushed out of the observation room.  Every trooper was mesmerized by the blank monitors as the announcer tried to keep their interest.
 
   “Now that’s a shame.  The FF has done it, but we missed it.  The FF has just reached the six hundred mark!  The SF takes second with a score of five hundred thirty-six.  Turns out Brent’s use of the frag grenade boosted the SF’s score!  Wouldn’t that have been a kick to the head if Brent had won the exam for the SF by technicality?  The RG follows with a score of three hundred eighty-two.  The RG is firmly placed in third place as the TA has the truly awe-inspiring score of eighteen!  I’d hate to be those three poor troopers the TA managed . . . .”  The announcer’s voice cut out as the door sealed behind Nathan.
 
   Security personnel were already guarding the access points to the trial.  The divisions were being escorted out, their expressions uncertain.  A few protested, but most went along quietly with the heavily armed guards clearing the room.  A guard put up a warning hand and blocked Jack’s path.
 
   “I’m sorry sir; you can’t go in there,” the guard said timidly.
 
   “On whose authority?” Nathan asked, clearly annoyed.
 
   “Mine, Administer.”  Dr. Benedict stepped out of the secured room.
 
   As the doctor approached the Weaver and the Administer, several medics rushed out of the room pulling a stretcher between them.  Following closely was a second group of medics with another stretcher.
 
   “Two?  I only saw the girl get hit.  What happened?” Nathan asked.
 
   “You tell me,” Dr. Benedict said, clearly irritated.  “I lost the feed just like everyone else.”
 
   “A precaution,” Jack said.  “I stationed a trooper down in maintenance.  He had standing orders to sever the visual feed if anything . . . unexpected took place.”
 
   “So then you tell me what happened.  Or are you going to tell me how to treat them, too?”
 
   “Now doctor . . .” Nathan said. 
 
   “I wish I could,” Jack said.  “I’m as much in the dark as you are.  When the trooper severed the feed he severed it for everyone.  Right now, whatever happened is sitting in the mainframe, heavily encoded.  It’ll take a while before we get more information.  In the mean time, please take care of the wounded discretely.”  Jack nodded to the doctor and headed down the corridor.
 
   “Where are we going?” Nathan asked, as he kept up.
 
   “I’m headed to Maintenance; I want that data in our hands immediately.  You are staying here.”
 
   “I am?  Why?”
 
   “You are going to organize the security personnel.  Round up every trooper who was in that trial.  Someone was packing some serious hardware.”
 
   “So you did see it.  Blood splatter.  To think someone had a weapon capable of penetrating armor right under our noses.  Why the girl, I wonder.”
 
   “I doubt the shooter was aiming at her.”
 
   “That means . . . Brent?  Guess our mystery hacker moonlights as an assassin.”
 
   “My guess is after watching Brent’s fight in the mess hall, whoever was paying our infiltrator wanted Brent taken out permanently.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15: Results
 
   “Katrina C. Salai,” Nathan announced with pride.
 
   “Who?” Jack asked.
 
   “Our infiltrator.  Professional mercenary.  With a last name like that I can’t believe we didn’t find her sooner.”
 
   “How’d she get on the station?”
 
   “A couple months ago we got some new maintenance workers; she slipped in among them.  Hacked the mainframe and forged a complete history.  Never would have found her if she hadn’t pulled the trigger.”
 
   “So you found the weapon, I take it.”
 
   “We did.  It was anything but standard issue.  Had parts from over a dozen different models.  Security tells me it’s illegal on multiple levels.  We could lock her away forever just for carrying it.”
 
   “Custom job?  So she’s a master hacker, assassin, and weapon aficionado?  Who hired her?”
 
   “No idea.  She hasn’t exactly been forthcoming with information.  However, we know one thing; she didn’t make the weapon.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “The weapon was in bad shape.  Seems Miss Salai knows as much about firearms as I do.  She couldn’t properly maintain one, let alone construct one.  I’m told it was a masterpiece.  If it had been in perfect working order, it wouldn’t have just penetrated armor, it would have gone clean through – maybe even damaged the hull of the station.  Only a handful of people in the entire Commonwealth with the talent to make something like it, and none of them would have access to half the parts.”
 
   “Great, so it was a pirate job.”
 
   “The weapon? Probably.  But the rest was too costly.  What Miss Salai charges for a simple job would bankrupt even the largest of the pirate guilds.  She’s been on the station for months.  Whoever is paying for her services has deep pockets.”
 
   “So one of the corporations is backing her?  Won’t get a peep out of her.  She knows they’ll send a proper assassin after her if she talks.  One that won’t miss.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.  Messy business all this cloak and dagger.  How are things on your end?”
 
   “Slowly,” Jack sighed.
 
   “Well, that sounds encouraging.”
 
   “It took hours, but we got it decoded.  After the feed cut out for all of us, it got worse.  The girl was wounded beyond than I had imaged.”
 
   “How bad was it?”
 
   “Fatal.  Brent was giving it his all, but it was pointless.  The girl was losing a tremendous amount of blood.  Another sniper hit him, disabling him.  After that the feed degrades to the point we can’t make out any details.”
 
   “Don’t tell me it’s been tampered with?  One spy hiding in my academy was enough.”
 
   “Relax.  The feed was clean – just damaged.  I crosschecked the internal scanners.  At the same time the feed degrades, a massive build up of energy was detected in the exam room.  I’ve got a group working on the feed trying to clean it up, but I doubt they’ll be able to salvage much more.”
 
   “What kind of energy?”
 
   “Apparently Classified.  When I tried to get an analysis, the mainframe rejected my request.”
 
   “Did you try to override it?”
 
   “Of course; used every code I knew.  Even the one given to me by the Lazarus commission couldn’t get the mainframe to comply.”
 
   “Why can’t these things ever be easy?  Once, just once, I want to hear someone say ‘We’ve got the answer, all of it, no more mystery, no complications.’”
 
   Jack chuckled to himself as he started down a corridor.
 
   “Where to now?  Off to check on the feed?” Nathan asked.
 
   “Medical.  I haven’t heard a peep out of our fair doctor,” Jack answered.
 
   “I’ll leave that to you.  Never been good around dead bodies.  I wonder how the boy is taking the death of his friend.”
 
   Jack slowly made his way to Medical.  He racked his brain trying to figure out how things would proceed.  With the girl dead, Brent had lost the only person he could sense.  The boy had lost far more than just a friend, and Jack had lost the one small hope they had.  With the girl there was a chance they could understand Brent’s abilities, maybe even find a way to limit them.  Without her they were back at square one.  Medical was eerily calm.  Security personnel guarded every entrance and exit.  Doctor Benedict quickly appeared and guided Jack into the bowels of Medical.  She took him to a large room with detailed monitors on three walls.  Tapping a console, the fourth wall turned transparent.  In the next room was a figure hunched over a still body.
 
   “How is Brent taking the loss of his friend?” Jack asked hesitantly.
 
   “What are you taking about?”  Dr. Benedict blinked in surprise.
 
   “The girl.  She was fatally wounded in the trial.”
 
   “I think you’ve got your facts mixed up.  The girl is fine.  Brent’s the one in critical condition.”
 
   “Impossible!”
 
   Jack studied the scene carefully.  He had naturally assumed Brent was leaning over the body of his fallen comrade; it was the other way around.  Brent was the one perfectly still in the bed; several machines hooked up to him monitored his vitals carefully.  The girl sitting at the edge of the bed was watching over him, stricken with despair and guilt.
 
   “The others told me the girl was the one in trouble, too.  I thought as much myself until I got to the trial,” Doctor Benedict said.
 
   “The others, what others?” Jack asked.
 
   “Four troopers.  One traumatized medic, one covered in his own vomit, and the two leaders of the SF.”
 
   “What did they say they saw?”
 
   “Not much, really; they had all passed out.  Told me the girl was in bad shape, and that the boy had been paralyzed while trying to help her.”
 
   “Nothing more?”
 
   “The medic was rambling about seeing a bight green light before he passed out; the others don’t remember much past Brent getting paralyzed.”
 
   “A green light . . . so how are they?”
 
   “They are all at a loss, but they’ll recover.  The odd part is the girl.  Cassandra is in perfect health.  I mean perfect.  I had her in here not too long ago for one of her gravity treatments, gave her a full check up.  Nothing major, just the normal wear and tear of life.  When she got in here today I naturally ran the full gamut of tests.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “It was like she had just been born, all the wear and tear - gone.  Look at this.”  Dr. Benedict pulled up a Medical scan on a monitor.
 
   “I don’t see anything.”
 
   “This is from today.  Notice the ulna.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Now this one is a scan from her last check up.”  Dr. Benedict pulled up a second scan.
 
   “There’s a break,” Jack said quickly.  “It’s not big, but it’s there.”
 
   “When Cassandra was little, one of the family’s animals went on a rampage and she was hurt.  Broke her arm.  That is what’s left of the old wound.”
 
   “And it’s completely healed.”
 
   “It was healed a long time ago.  Now it’s as if it never happened.  It’s the same story throughout her body.”
 
   “What about her chest?  I’ve recovered the feed; the blast penetrated her armor.”
 
   “Now there I can agree with you.  When we brought her here there was a large hole in the armor.  However, her skin was in perfect condition where the charge should have hit.”
 
   “What about Brent?  You said he’s in bad shape?”
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like it before.  He’s in some kind of coma right now.  No reaction to any stimulus.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
 
   “I didn’t get to the odd part.  He has lost one third of his body mass.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean it’s gone.  No scars, no internal bleeding, not even a scratch.  Every organ is where it should be, nothing is missing, and everything seems to be in working order.  However, bone density, muscle mass – his total weight is down by approximately one third of its original value.”
 
   “Could it be some kind of disease?”
 
   “Nothing I’ve heard of works like this.  There is no viral attack, his white blood cell count is normal, and he doesn’t even have a fever.  As far as every instrument here is concerned, he is in perfect health.  He should be walking around as if nothing happened.”
 
   “Any theories?”
 
   “I’m stumped.  I had the trial room swept three times.  The top of the tower and even the first few steps leading down are caked in blood.  All of it tested to be Cassandra’s.  There was no evidence that Brent was injured in any way.”
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “How did . . . ah yes.  Forgot you were a Weaver.”
 
   “I don’t mean to pry, but this is important.”
 
   “I suppose I have to agree with you.  Never thought I’d live to see the day I agreed with a Weaver.  I don’t think Brent’s condition was a result of hostile action.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “What if, somehow, Brent sacrificed himself to save the girl?”
 
   “Is that possible?”
 
   “Not even remotely.  But the facts are the facts.  I’ve got the four eyewitnesses and your own opinion that Cassandra should be dead.  However, as you can see I’ve got one perfectly healthy girl and one boy who has somehow lost one third of his total mass.”
 
   “I see.  I trust you’ll keep this to yourself.”
 
   “Who would I tell?  Anyone with even basic medical training would think I’d lost my mind.  If I told anyone it would be the end of my career.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Any change in his condition?” Davis asked.
 
   “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were a worried parent,” Doctor Benedict said distractedly.  “Over the past two weeks you’ve been in here every day checking up on him.”
 
   “Eleven.  It’s only been eleven days.  You should know that not all Weavers are monsters.”
 
   “I wish that were true.”
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   “When I have to choose between your words and my experience, my experience wins hands down.  I’ve had at least seventy troopers in here over the last three days complaining of being attacked by a Weaver.”
 
   “Why wasn’t I informed?”
 
   “You didn’t ask.  I’m not obligated to run you through every detail of my day.”
 
   “How bad were the attacks?”
 
   “Nothing serious.  Most of the troopers were just scared.  They were perfectly fine, after I calmed them down.”
 
   “Would you mind informing me if the attacks grow more serious?”
 
   “A Weaver asking politely?  I’ll give you points for trying to win my approval, although you could be more subtle about it.”
 
   “Brent, how is he doing?”
 
   “Oh, I struck a nerve!”  Doctor Benedict smiled in triumph.  “I’ve been giving him additional nutrients, hoping he’d regain his lost tissue and whatnot.  It’s actually working.  Slowly, as you know, but there is progress.  He is back to about seventy-nine percent of his original.”
 
   “A percent a day.  Do you think he’ll awake when he gets back to one hundred percent?”
 
   “Like I told you yesterday, and the day before, no guarantees.  There was no medical explanation for the coma in the first place.  The fact we’re entertaining this insane theory in the first place is beyond belief.”
 
   “I get the distinct impression you don’t like me here.”
 
   “I don’t mind the company; it’s answering the same questions over and over that wears thin.  At least the girl doesn’t interrogate me.”
 
   “How long has she been at his side?”
 
   “The better question is if she ever leaves it.  If I didn’t order her to leave, she probably wouldn’t even leave to eat.  Although I shouldn’t complain, she is the only company he is allowed.”
 
   As the doctor and the Weaver discussed Brent’s condition, Cassandra sat at his side, ignorant she was being watched.  As she watched over his still body, her thoughts churned within.  She couldn’t clearly remember what had happened.  She had been hit and there was tremendous pain.  She remembered Brent leaning over her.  His voice sounded distant.  Everything began to fade; she remembered losing sensation.  It was like a numbing cold was crawling over her body.  After that it got fuzzy.  Someone calling her, a warm sensation, it was jumbled.
 
   The next thing she knew, she was resting on the tower top.  She had felt her suit, finding a large hole in the chest.  Her first thought had been one of embarrassment at the thought of being exposed.  When she looked around, she realized everyone was unconscious.  Brent was laying nearby, his pupils tightly constricted.  She tried to wake him but he remained still.
 
   At that point the medics descended on them and rushed them off to Medical.  Doctor Benedict had explained to her that he was in a coma; she wasn’t sure if he would ever wake up again.  Cassandra knew it was her fault.  She sat by him hour after hour.  She would talk to him, hold his hand, anything she could think of that might bring him back.  It never did, though.  She tried to fight off desperation, but it gnawed at her.  The guilt that she was responsible for his condition was hard to bear.
 
   “Why did you have to save me?” Cassandra asked.
 
   No response.
 
   “My life isn’t worth yours.  I didn’t ask you to do this for me.”
 
   There was never a response.
 
   “How can I live when I know it cost you everything?  I wish you hadn’t saved me.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”  An impossibly weak voice spoke.
 
   Cassandra held her breath.
 
   “Ye of little faith.  I told you I wouldn’t leave you,” Brent said weakly, as his head turned to face her.
 
   “Doctor!” Cassandra screamed.
 
   Almost instantly the doctor and the Weaver descended on the bed.  The doctor checked the machines, studying the readouts closely.  The Weaver stared at Brent in disbelief.  Cassandra’s surprise quickly faded as relief took its place.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, strength returning to his voice.  “You all look like somebody died.”
 
   “Almost.  How are you feeling?” Weaver Davis asked.
 
   “A little stiff.  How long was I out?”
 
   “Eleven days.”
 
   “That’s it?  Felt like an eternity.”  Brent stretched.
 
   “You seem to be taking this well,” Doctor Benedict said slowly.
 
   “Cassandra is safe and sound and I’m not dead.  What more could I ask for?”  He shrugged.
 
   “Do you remember what happened?” Weaver Davis asked hesitantly.
 
   Brent looked at Cassandra’s chest and sat up.
 
   “All of it.  Although, sitting here, it’s more like a nightmare than a memory.”  He moved to get out of bed.
 
   “Hold on there.  I’d like to run a few more tests before you start running around again.”  Doctor Benedict gestured for him to lie down.
 
   “And if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you some questions about what happened on the tower top.”  Davis took a seat on the edge of the bed.
 
   “I’ll tell you what I remember, although I think I blacked . . .” Brent paused.
 
   A surprised look flashed over his face, as if he just realized something.  His head spun and locked on Cassandra.  The speed of his movements startled her.  He stretched out his hand and started slowly moving it from side to side half way between them.  She watched the hand, perplexed.  His eyes widened.
 
   “What’s wrong?  What do you see?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “It’s not what I see, it’s what I don’t see.” Brent said.
 
   “You mean . . .”
 
   “It’s gone.”
 
   Anguish washed over Cassandra like the tide.  She hadn’t taken his life from him, but she had taken something just as precious.
 
   “Doctor, could I have a moment with the boy – alone,” Davis commanded as much as asked. 
 
   The doctor gave him a mildly hostile look before departing.  Davis watched the doctor carefully, waiting until he was completely sure she couldn’t overhear.
 
   “I’m guessing you can’t sense the girl anymore,” Davis said, when the doctor was far enough away.
 
   “I can’t see the outline anymore,” Brent said casually.
 
   “It doesn’t seem to be bothering you,” Davis said, trying to hide his surprise.
 
   “Well, not as much as Cassandra.  I don’t suppose it would help if I said it wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “What?”  Cassandra was startled.
 
   “It’s not your fault.”  Brent had a worried expression on his face.  “If I lost my abilities, it isn’t your fault.  Don’t hate yourself for something you didn’t do.”
 
   Davis stared at the girl at Brent’s side.  She was filled with despair and anguish.  However, she didn’t betray those emotions in any visible way.  How had Brent known?
 
   “Brent.  What do you think of the doctor?” Davis asked quickly.
 
   “She’s a caring person.  Seems to like you.  Although I doubt she’d ever openly admit it.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “It was written all over her face.”
 
   Davis turned his attention on the distant doctor.  A growing look of surprise spread over his face.
 
   “Weaver Davis?”  A tall woman in gray tapped Davis on the shoulder.
 
   Davis jumped off the bed.  He was clearly startled as he faced the maintenance worker.
 
   “That’s me,” Davis said, regaining composure.
 
   “The Administer sent me to find you.  He needs you right away.”
 
   “Can it wait?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  He was very insistent you come as soon as I found you.”
 
   “I’m afraid he’ll have to wait.  I have a very . . .”
 
   “If you declined, he told me to tell you something. ‘It’s more important than Janet Hawkins.’  He said you’d understand.”
 
   Davis was already bolting out of Medical.  The maintenance worker shrugged to the two troopers and returned to her duties.  Doctor Benedict noticed his mad sprint and quickly headed back to Brent and Cassandra.
 
   “Where is he off to in such a hurry?” Doctor Benedict asked.
 
   “The Administer wanted him for something.  Something important I think,” Cassandra answered.
 
   “I see.  Well, you two are free to go, as far as I’m concerned.  The tests came up clean; just take it easy.”
 
   “When did you . . .” Brent asked.
 
   “The Weaver said he wanted some privacy; he didn’t say I couldn’t run my tests.  You didn’t think all this equipment was for looks did you?”
 
   “Wait.  So we can just . . . leave?”  Cassandra’s brow furrowed.
 
   “Of course.  There isn’t a medical reason to keep Brent any longer.  I’m sure Davis can track you down if he needs you.  Although, he does like his secrets.  Probably best if you two don’t say anything about the trial to anyone else.  Besides that, I don’t see any harm in releasing you.”  Doctor Benedict smiled blissfully and walked off.
 
   Cassandra shot a glance at Brent.  He was deep in thought.  Noticing her gaze, he shrugged and smiled.  Helping him to his feet, she supported him as he stiffly walked along side her.
 
   “Well that was odd,” she said.
 
   “The Janet Hawkins thing?” he asked.
 
   “Okay, that was weird, but I meant the doctor.  She’s been watching over you all this time, running tests constantly.  You wake up without warning and she just lets you leave?”
 
   “At this point I’m dying to eat something.  I’ll accept anything if it gets me closer to the mess hall.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As the pair made their way to the mess hall, Brent kept quiet.  Something was wrong, but he didn’t want to alarm Cassandra.  She had been right; his departure from Medical had been too easy.  Davis clearly had more questions to ask when he was conveniently called away.  A minute earlier, Dr. Benedict had wanted to keep him there for a plethora of tests.  For her to have completed every test, all in the space of their interrupted conversation with Davis, was hard to believe.  Then, to just let him go.  Brent had the impression it wasn’t in Dr. Benedict’s authority to release him.
 
   However, whatever the deeper reason was, it would just have to wait.  He was famished.  A powerful, almost desperate, hunger worked away at him.  He felt as if it had been years since his last meal.  Finding a free table wasn’t hard.  The mess hall had an average number of troopers scattered in it.  After gently helping him take his seat, Cassandra ran off to grab the meals.  Brent’s muscles were stiff and his joints inflexible, probably the side effects of resting in a bed for so long.  When she returned, he ravaged his meal.  She watched quietly.  As he finished the last bite he felt worlds better.  Almost impossibly so, as if his hunger had been a figment of his imagination in the first place.  His arms moved more fluidly.  He realized she had just been watching him the whole time; she hadn’t even touched her meal.
 
   “Something wrong?” Brent asked.
 
   “How can you ask that so calmly?  I thought you were a vegetable.”
 
   “Wonder if that makes me a cannibal.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I just ate a half dozen carrots.”  He grinned.
 
   “How can you make jokes?  Don’t you know what happened?”
 
   “You where shot.  Was a horrible wound; so much blood.  I didn’t think you would make it.  I tried but there was nothing I could do.”
 
   “Brent . . .”
 
   “However, just when I thought I’d lost you, something happened.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know exactly.  I saw some sort of green light.”
 
   “Was it an aura?  You know, the kind your Weaver abilities let you see?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  It was quite painful and blinded me, but I think it saved you.”
 
   Cassandra grew silent.  She was deep in thought.  Brent suddenly noticed that she wasn’t the only quiet one; the entire mess hall was almost silent.  All the normal commotion of eating and gossiping had gradually faded out.  Cassandra’s eyes widened.
 
   “Long time no see,” a sickeningly familiar voice called out from behind him.  “Looks like your friend hasn’t tired of you yet.”
 
   “James,” Brent said without turning.  “It’s been a while.  You’ve no doubt brought Philip with you.” 
 
   “Of course, but that’s not all.”
 
   He felt a pit of dread grow in his stomach.  He got up from his seat and turned to face the voice.  Standing with James was a large group of troopers, all of them in the shiny black uniform of the Weaver.  They were gathered too closely to count accurately, but they looked to number more than a division.
 
   “While you’ve been playing nice with the troopers, I’ve been making some friends of my own.”  James eyed Brent with seething hatred.  “Don’t think I’ve forgotten the last time we met here.”
 
   “So you were the one to get rid of Davis and convince the doctor to release me early.”
 
   “You flatter me.  No, I don’t have that kind of talent, but my new friends do.  They do share my opinion of you, though.  I wouldn’t count on anyone coming to your rescue.  Every single instructor has been distracted.  It will be hours before they realize they’ve been tricked.”
 
   “So you are going to do me in?”
 
   “Not personally, but that’s the idea.”
 
   The Weavers grinned menacingly.  Brent heard the shuffle of troopers leaving their tables.  The mass of Weavers shifted around; a female Weaver stepped out from the mass.  She had a particularly nasty look on her face as she addressed him.
 
   “Allow me to introduce myself.  My name is Angela.  They call me the black widow.  Care to guess why?”
 
   “Well, since I don’t see a red hourglass on your butt, I’m guessing it has something to do with you being deadly.”
 
   Brent heard an assembly of laughter behind him; even a few in the mass of Weavers let out a chuckle despite themselves.  The girl flushed red.  A hand rested on Brent’s right shoulder.
 
   “Are you always this jovial when facing death, sir?” said the hand’s owner.
 
   “Dante?” he asked in astonishment.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “We all heard something big was being planned.”  Owen took a position next to Dante.  “When they found out it was going down, the bookies spread the word.  When we found out you were the target, we naturally came running.”
 
   “Of course I couldn’t let Owen come alone; he’d be lost without me.”  Hiroko winked as she stood to Brent’s left.
 
   “Friends of yours?”  Cassandra asked, butting between Hiroko and Brent.
 
   “We’re his squad from the exams.  And you are?” Owen asked.
 
   “A squad mate from the FF,” Cassandra answered with pride.
 
   “You ended up there, sir?” Dante asked in surprise.
 
   He shrugged.  Angela was fuming with rage as she watched the miniature reunion.
 
   “Sorry, where were we?” Brent asked mockingly.  “Oh, yes.  You were threatening me, right?” 
 
   “Act as tough as you want.  You know you are finished.”  Angela struggled to contain herself, it was obvious she was furious beyond words.  “There is no way you can stand against us all.  What is one Weaver against an army?”
 
   “Wow, who woke up on the pissed side of the bunk this morning?” Marie shouted.
 
   “Be nice.  I’m sure she just doesn’t know him like we do,” Liz called out to Angela as she hid behind Marie.  “You know, once you get to know Brent you might like him too.” 
 
   A massive horde of troopers started pouring into the mess hall from the various corridors.  As they passed by they bowed to Brent in the all too familiar fashion of the tripod.  Row upon row of troopers took their formation around Brent.  The Weavers might have an army, but he had an armada.  Some of the Weavers grew hesitant, taking a step back from the horde, while most remained firm.  Some Weavers even licked their lips in eager anticipation.
 
   “So many, all lined up like cattle for the slaughter.”  Angela grinned to herself.  “Although I have to wonder.”
 
   “Wonder what, spider lady?” Owen asked.
 
   “What happens when you remove the spine from the dragon?  Without your hero will you still fight?”  Angela took a step toward Brent.
 
   While Brent appreciated the gesture, the gathering was a bad idea.  In normal circumstances they’d overwhelm their foes and make short work of the smaller group.  These were not normal troopers though – these were Weavers.  The fact some eyed the horde with bloodlust terrified him.  A chill ran down his spine as he felt a cool fog creep over him.  Turning, he found Dante to be its source.  Brent felt a similar sensation coming from a small number of the other troopers standing behind him.  The sensation was a familiar one; he remembered it from the first time he had spotted Dante.  At the time he couldn’t understand it, but now he knew exactly what the feeling meant.
 
   Dante was defending himself from Weavers, obscuring his emotions as best he could.  Something struck Brent as strange.  Focusing back on the so-called “black widow” he noticed her face was devoid of emotion.  She stared at him coldly and calculatingly.  He looked around the mess hall; there wasn’t a single outline or aurora to be found.  If he had lost his ability to sense emotions, then how could he tell when someone was blocking those abilities?  A deaf person wouldn’t know when someone was whispering.  A blind person wouldn’t know when someone was wearing camouflage.  If Brent could tell someone was trying to hide their emotions, then he must somehow still be able to sense them in the first place.  He took a step toward Angela.
 
   “Let’s answer your question.  Hit me,” he said, issuing his challenge.  “Hit me with your best shot.”
 
   A brief moment of surprise flashed over the girl’s face.  The mass of Weavers hesitated; they hadn’t counted on him standing up to them directly.  Angela didn’t have any of the nervous actions of the less talented Weavers.  Her body remained perfectly still as she started her attack.  He could feel despair licking at him like smoldering flames.  Brent didn’t resist; he studied the girl and his own body.
 
   Unlike when Jamie had attacked him, no aurora of black flame engulfed his hands.  He could hear the troopers and Weavers alike holding their breath as the black widow started working on him.  The despair oozed and churned.  Depression filled him.  He took it all in, not offering even the slightest resistance.  There it was, the true attack.  A massive surge washed over him; suicidal thoughts bubbled to the surface as the wave of despair crashed against him.  Thoughts of ending his life flashed before his eyes.
 
   This was how the black widow killed her victims; she convinced them they wanted to end their own lives.  Well-timed surges of depression and regret ensnared the target until they couldn’t stand any more.  The emotions grew stronger and stronger.  There was something odd about the attack.  Brent could feel the emotions; he watched as the suicidal thoughts crawled through his mind, but none of it had any effect on him.  He studied his arms; still no outline.
 
   Realizing her attack was having no effect, Angela motioned for more Weavers to join her.  Dante took a step forward.  Dozens of troopers tensed.  Brent quickly raised a hand to hold them back.  The other Weavers started to work on him.  New sensations mixed with the depression.  Anger, fear, paranoia, envy, and every other negative emotion he could name lashed at him.  Despite it all, he couldn’t see even a trace of any emotion.  He had observed for long enough; now it was time to experiment.
 
   Brent focused on the emotions and imagined them fading.  Nothing.  Apparently just thinking them away wouldn’t work.  Suddenly a spike of pain flashed through his right arm.  Studying the arm he found no surface wounds.  As he watched the arm, another spike of pain flashed through it.  Along with the pain was a crackle of green light.  The light would briefly streak along his veins, disappearing as soon as it appeared.
 
   He sifted through the layers of attacking Weavers until he found it.  It was a subtle attack, paranoia mixed with anger.  The paranoia set up the desire to strike out; the anger forced the follow through.  When the anger would wash over him, his right arm would momentarily desire to strike out randomly.  The green flash of light subdued the desire.  The image of the Shard Citadel came to his mind.  When the Commonwealth ships launched their warheads against it, the green light had repelled the attack, leaving the Citadel without a scratch.  Brent walked to Cassandra and held out his arm, leaning close to her ear he whispered.
 
   “Watch my right arm; tell me if you see anything.”
 
   He held out his arm and waited.  Again, the surge of anger came and the arm flashed green.  He waited expectantly, but Cassandra never reacted.
 
   “Anything?” he whispered.
 
   “I don’t see a thing.  Are you all right?” she asked worriedly.
 
   “Better now.”
 
   Brent returned to his foes, his newfound confidence clearly evident.  They doubled their effort.  He focused on his arm instead of the emotions.  Instead of imagining the emotions disappearing, he imagined the green light expanding.  The light refused to obey.  It would flash along his body whenever a particularly nasty Weaver attack moved him to the precipice of action, but it refused to do more.  The attacks of the Weavers couldn’t penetrate the flashes of light.  Several Weavers ended their attacks, panting heavily.  Angela refused to surrender.
 
   “So you are pretty good at defending yourself.  Good for you.”  Angela smiled sinisterly.  “Too bad your friends don’t share that ability.”
 
   The sound of a body hitting the floor echoed through the mess hall.  The Weavers were attacking the horde now.  The mass of troopers charged the Weavers.  As they neared the black-suited foes, they would each in turn stumble.  Some would fall to the floor; others would stand perfectly still looking around them sporadically.  Angela’s smile expanded.
 
   Brent felt a hand firmly grab his arm.  Cassandra was clinging to him desperately, her grip nearly crushing him.  Angela was focused entirely on Cassandra.  He knew it was only a matter of time until she fell prey to the dark edge of Angela’s attack.  He focused on the green armor, but it refused to listen.  As he contemplated his hopeless situation, a fire ignited in his chest.  He was not about to lose Cassandra a second time.  He would save her, no matter the cost.  His right arm exploded with pain.  It was incredible, as if every nerve in his arm was on fire.  The pain forced him to his knees.  A small green stream of light was accumulating in his hand.  Struggling to get back to his feet, he caught a glimpse of Cassandra.  Her hands were wrapped around her neck and were gently beginning to squeeze.
 
   Angela smiled in satisfaction as he watched her pain.  Brent focused all his might on the sparking green flashes until they coalesced into a spheroid shape in his hand.  He raised his arm and pointed it squarely at Angela.  She took a step back from him but continued to work on Cassandra.  The orb of green shattered and pulses of green light left his palm with incredible speed, arcing towards their target.  As they were about to collide, the stream ruptured.  The one thick steam spilt into hundreds of strings of light.  Each one flashed about, striking a Weaver.
 
   None of the Weavers reacted.  Brent had to blink.  In front of him was a massive latticework of green strings of pulsing light.  He could feel their every emotion.  The sensation was overwhelming, hundreds of strong emotions clashing and warring within him.  With all his might, he focused against the endless jumble.  The network grew brighter as a single thought developed in his mind – stop.
 
   Without warning the green lights pulsed brilliantly a final time before collapsing into nothingness.  The Weavers all fell to the ground.  Brent fell with them.  When the green web disappeared it took most of his strength with it.  The troopers recovered and marveled at the sight.  The troopers cheered at their apparent victory and quickly descended on the fallen Weavers.
 
   “She’s not breathing!” Owen shouted, perched over a Weaver.
 
   “His guy isn’t either,” another trooper shouted.
 
   With terror, Brent realized the deeper meaning.  They had stopped, completely.  They weren’t even breathing any longer.  The network of light was gone, but Brent could still feel their emotions; the fear of death was stifling.  Struggling to his knees, he focused on the mass of Weavers, trying to undo the damage he had done.  His body ached with fatigue while the jumble of terrified emotions assaulted his mind.  He begged them to breathe, to go back to before he made them stop.
 
   With a start, the mass of Weavers all gasped for air.  Brent fell back to the ground, completely spent, as the last trace of their emotions vanished like wisps of smoke.  The troopers went from Weaver to Weaver.  The objective of the horde shifted from violence to aid.  Quickly, every Weaver was in the hands of the troopers.  Those with medical training checked them out while those without listened closely for breath.  Dante approached Brent.  The fog enshrouding his emotions was gone; apparently he didn’t feel the need to guard against him.
 
   “They are pretty shaken up.  Doesn’t look like anything serious, though, sir,” Dante reported.
 
   Cassandra gingerly helped Brent to his feet.  As she supported him, she rubbed her sore neck, wincing in pain.  Deep red impressions in her neck hinted at the grip that moments ago tried to end her life.
 
   “What just happened exactly?” Cassandra asked hoarsely.
 
   “Brent saved us all.”  Marie forcefully slapped Dante’s back.
 
   “Even the Weavers.  He helped them, too,” Liz said shyly, hiding behind Marie.
 
   Dante raised an eyebrow as he studied the two girls.
 
   “Pretty brave, aren’t you?”  Marie grinned at Dante.  “Taking the first step against an army of Weavers.”
 
   Dante chuckled to himself as Liz continued to hide behind Marie.  Brent spotted Hiroko approaching from the mass of Weavers.
 
   “Owen says they’ll all make a full recovery.”  Hiroko studied Cassandra as she supported Brent.
 
   “Owen? Brent asked weakly.  “Thought the instructor forbade him from medic training.”
 
   “He did.  Owen passed the survival exam when we were retested, so it didn’t matter.  He’s now the best medic in our division,” Hiroko said with pride.
 
   “Looks like you didn’t need our help after all.”  Ronald joined the group; Dante snickered at his pink and white uniform.  The second in command of the SF paid no attention.
 
   “I didn’t think you would, but you never know,” Tyra said with a shrug.
 
   “Are you all right, Weaver?” Liz asked, the concern apparent in her voice.  “You look horrible.”
 
   “I thought I told you to call me Brent,” he said with a weak smile.
 
   Heavily armed men burst into the mess hall.  The security personnel ringed the troopers and started separating the Weavers.
 
   “Looks like they figured out they had been tricked earlier than the Weavers had expected.”  Hiroko eyed the armed men carefully.
 
   “We need to talk,” Tyra quickly whispered into Brent’s ear before the armed guards reached them.  “Meet me on the observation deck when they release you.”
 
   Security personnel started separating the troopers; they created a defensive ring around Brent.  Cassandra held onto him tightly as they encircled the pair.  Medical personnel followed shortly after.  Brent was surprised when he saw Owen giving them orders.  What was even more surprising was they obeyed his orders.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Scandal!  Disaster!  Outrage!  I ought to have the little monsters marooned on a stray comet,” Nathan fumed.  “No!  Better, a comet headed toward a sun.”
 
   “Now Administer, calm down,” Dr. Benedict said soothingly.  “No one was seriously hurt.”
 
   “Not yet.  I’m going to send the ringleaders to intensive care myself!”
 
   “I’ve never seen him like this.”
 
   “Old age has calmed him down; you should have seen him back in the day.”  Jack chuckled to himself.
 
   “What set him off?” Dr. Benedict asked as she kept watch over the fuming Administer.
 
   “He’s always had a thing about heights.  The Weavers attacked his fear and made him think the station was crashing into the world below.  When I found him, he was in the docking bay straining against a bulkhead.  He was trying to push the station back into orbit.”
 
   “By hand?” Dr. Benedict asked in a mixture of horror and amusement.
 
   “He wasn’t exactly in his right mind.”  Jack put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “Now, Nathan, please calm down.”
 
   “I’ll calm down as soon as those responsible pay for this!”
 
   “I’ll take care of things; don’t worry,” Jack said reassuringly.
 
   “I say we push them out a docking port; see how the buggers like a freefall to the planet.”
 
   Doctor Benedict motioned for a nearby nurse to join them.
 
   “Administer Bloom, I am temporarily relieving you of your duties.”  Dr. Benedict stood firm.  “Please follow the nurse.  She will help you get a good night’s sleep.”
 
   Nathan raised his hand to protest but quickly dropped it.
 
   “Perhaps a rest is what I need.  It has been very . . . busy lately.”  Nathan happily followed the nurse.
 
   “You calmed him down?”
 
   “Didn’t have to,” Jack answered the doctor.  “Nathan doesn’t stay mad for long.  Like I said, old age has calmed him down.  He realized he was being childish all by himself.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far.  Stranding them on a comet had a ring of appeal.”
 
   “What happened to ‘do no harm?’”
 
   “I think the Weavers did more than enough harm for one day.  How is Brent doing?”
 
   “He’s coping.  The whole mess took a lot out of him.  He’s remained conscious though.”
 
   “That’s an improvement.  Is it true he stopped all the Weavers?”
 
   “Looks that way.”
 
   “I’m not sure what this means, but when he was first brought back here I had him tested for any change in his total mass.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Down to seventy-two percent of normal.  Just like before, I have no idea how or why.”
 
   “Looks like the whole thing took more out of him than I thought.  Have you got him on supplemental nutrients?”
 
   “I don’t think that would be wise.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “When he was first brought in he was at seventy-two percent.  I had him retested before they were going to hook up the equipment.  It had been two hours since his first test.  He was back up to seventy-four percent – without any assistance from us.”
 
   “Two percent in two hours?  Wasn’t he averaging a percent a day?”
 
   “Looks like staying conscious wasn’t his only improvement; he’s getting better at recovering.  I’d be terrified if I wasn’t too busy being fascinated.  Where did this Weaver come from again?”
 
   Jack shifted uneasily and chose not to answer.
 
   “Fine, keep your secrets,” she said with only a hint of annoyance.
 
   “Not going to shout at me?  It’s been a while since you’ve inferred I’m a monster.”
 
   She stared at him and folded her arms.
 
   “I’m sorry about that.  I was wrong about you.  You aren’t what I expected.  Happy now?”
 
   Jack hid it well, but he was shocked to sense just a hint of warmth in the doctor toward him.  Brent’s words instantly came to mind.  The boy had known the doctor liked him – before he had.  Could the boy be more sensitive than even a Master Weaver?  Jack had to know.
 
   “I’ve got a favor to ask.”
 
   “Why do I get the impression I’m not going to like it?”
 
   “I need you to release him from Medical.  As soon as you can.”
 
   The doctor paused a minute.  She studied Jack’s rough face.
 
   “Why?” Dr. Benedict asked.
 
   “That’s not a flat rejection.”
 
   “I’m trying to give you the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   “Brent is struggling to understand exactly what happened.  His answers to my questions were scattered and somewhat incoherent.  I think the boy needs to spend some time away from Medical.  Spend some time in familiar surroundings.  Back with people he knows.  Somewhere he can feel safe and truly relax.”
 
   “I’d like to keep him here for observation.  Plus, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’m dying to run some more tests on him.”
 
   “But . . .”
 
   “But I can see your reasoning.  With most of the Weavers stuck here in Medical, I doubt he’ll be in any danger.  I’ll run one last set of tests to make sure he’s alright.  If he passes with flying colors I’ll let him return to his division – for now.  However, if I get wind he so much as coughed too hard, he’ll be back here before even you can stop me.”
 
   “I owe you one.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16: New Home
 
   Brent’s head throbbed.  The memories of all the emotions flooded his mind.  He had tried to answer Davis’s questions, but it was so hard to focus.  It was impossible to tell if he was remembering someone else’s feelings or if they were his own.  In flashes he would shift from blind rage to deep depression.  It was exhausting to control it all.  Medics and nurses had been constantly harassing him, poking and prodding, asking idiotic questions over and over.  They weren’t helping him focus.  He was still sorting through it all when he felt a hand at his shoulder.  Gentle warmth pulsed from his shoulder; the conflicting emotions dimmed in his mind.
 
   “Brent?” Cassandra gently asked.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  He took the hand at his shoulder and held it tightly.  “Just a lot on my mind.”
 
   “They tell me I’m free to go.”  She took a seat at his side.
 
   “Then why hang around here?  Haven’t had your fill of Medical yet?”
 
   “Could be worse.  Last time I sat like this you didn’t even know I was here.”
 
   “Sorry I worried you so much.”
 
   “You don’t have to apologize . . .”
 
   “Excuse me, I hate to interrupt.”  Dr. Benedict stood at the end of the bed and studied the monitors.
 
   “Is everything all right?” Cassandra asked, with more than a hint of concern.
 
   “Everything is fine.  In fact, I’m releasing him into your care.”
 
   Brent stiffened.
 
   “Calm down.  I’m not being manipulated by a Weaver.  Well, actually I am.  Just not how you’re thinking.  Davis asked that I let you return to your division.  Personally, I think he wasn’t happy with your answers and wants to spy on you.  He said a change of scenery would do you good.  On that note, I’m of the same opinion.  There really isn’t anything more I can do for you here, and you seem to have a knack for recovering on your own.  Just make sure you don’t miss any meals, and see me right away if anything happens.  I mean anything; if you sneeze too hard I want you back here.  Understand?”
 
   Brent nodded.  Dr. Benedict ignored him and stared at Cassandra.
 
   “Understood,” Cassandra said, her cheeks red.
 
   “Good.  Then I leave him in your hands.  Take good care of him.”
 
   Cassandra’s face reddened even further.  He waited until the doctor had gone before he turned to face Cassandra.
 
   “You’re not wearing your suit?” he asked as realization hit him.
 
   “It had to be repaired after the trial.  When I got it back I didn’t feel like wearing it any more.”
 
   “Glad to hear it.  It would be a shame to cover that pretty face.”
 
   “Oh, shut up.”
 
   Cassandra’s face grew even redder.  She looked at the floor, hiding her face.  Brent got out of the bed and pulled her up to a standing position.
 
   “You don’t ever have to hide your face from me,” he said warmly.
 
   He pulled her close and kissed her.  With teary eyes she smiled at him.
 
   “I thought I’d lost you,” Cassandra said as she embraced him tightly.
 
   “Let’s go home.”
 
   She smiled warmly and nodded.  Together they left Medical and headed back to their division.  The station felt lonely as they walked down the empty corridors.  Brent wondered just how many had been involved in the confrontation earlier.  Were the hallways empty as his supporters recuperated from the ordeal?  He realized he was still holding Cassandra’s hand.  Hesitantly, he released her.  As he broke contact, the memories flooded back.  The feelings of every Weaver from that afternoon washed over him.  He quickly grabbed her hand again before he was lost in the tide.
 
   “You sure you’re up to this?” Cassandra asked cautiously.
 
   “I think so, as long as I’ve got you.”  He held onto her hand tightly.
 
   When they reached the FF common room, the sounds of celebration could be heard oozing into the hallway.  As the doorway opened, blaring music filled the corridors.  The troopers of the FF were still celebrating their victory.  They were so busy with their party no one noticed the two newcomers.  The pair quickly made their way through the common room to their bunks.
 
   “I don’t believe it!  Is that Brent?”  Kindra shouted from her archway.
 
   A hush fell over the partying troopers.  With a unified cheer they all shouted Brent’s name, raising their glasses in tribute.  The volume of the music increased as the troopers returned to their party.
 
   “Good to see you,” Sanderson said as he approached the pair.  “We were worried something had happened to you after the trial.  Cassandra has been intolerably quiet on the matter.  No doubt sworn to secrecy.” 
 
   As Sanderson reached them, he offered his hand to Brent.  Hesitantly, he shook the offered hand; a gentle breeze of emotions wafted over him.  He could feel Sanderson’s relief that he was safe, along with several other emotions.  It took Brent a moment to recover from the sudden wash of information.
 
   “He doesn’t look so good.  Everything all right?” Kindra asked Cassandra.
 
   “Just needs a good night’s sleep.”
 
   “Won’t find that here.  These knuckle heads have been celebrating nonstop since the trial.”
 
   “Kindra, what is he doing here?”  Bernard asked, struggling to stand straight.
 
   “I think you’ve had enough to drink.  Why don’t you go lay down?”
 
   “Okay, so I’ve had a few drinks; nothing to get worked up over.  Didn’t you see the transfer orders?”
 
   “What transfer?”  Sanderson held the drunken trooper steady.
 
   “Brent.  Got the notice a couple days ago.”  Bernard slurred his words as he spoke.  “He signed up with another division.  Too good for us anymore.”
 
   Sanderson turned to face Brent, confusion written all over his face.  Without Sanderson’s support, Bernard fell to the ground like chopped timber.
 
   “That can’t be true.”  Cassandra looked at Brent for confirmation.  “We were in Medical for weeks.”
 
   “Tyra.”  Brent headed out of the common room, dragging Cassandra along.
 
   He quickly sped down the hallways.  Cassandra tried to keep up as he pulled her along by her hand.  She suddenly stopped; her strength easily halted Brent’s progress.
 
   “Where are we going in such a hurry?” she asked as she caught her breath.
 
   “The observation deck.  Before the armed guards escorted us to Medical, Tyra told me to meet her there when I was released.”
 
   “So this is her doing?”
 
   “That’s my guess.”
 
   They continued on to the observation deck, but at a slightly slower pace.  The main observation room was dark and empty, the monitors black and lifeless.  The lounge emitted a warm light.  A bartender was sitting idly, reading something on his pad to pass the time.  The tables sat empty; their surfaces gleamed in the pale light.  In a corner was a single trooper, massaging an empty glass.  Brent sat at the table across from the trooper.  She raised her head, a melancholy expression on her face.
 
   “I’m guessing you’ve found out by now.”  Tyra stared into her glass as she spoke.
 
   “You forged my transfer.  Why?”
 
   “I knew it wouldn’t work, but I was out of options.”
 
   “You could have asked me.”  He gestured for Cassandra to remain quiet.
 
   “You would have turned me down.  I had to get you to sign on; the deal wouldn’t have worked otherwise.
 
   “What deal?”
 
   “My only chance to escape.”
 
   “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”
 
   “You finished me.”  Tyra sighed heavily.  “Condemned me to the washouts.  My division was completely wiped out by a single Weaver.  But there was a glimmer of hope.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “One of the better divisions, in a single digit grade no less, had a disaster.  One of their squads almost cost them the entire trial.  The division leader was outraged.  After she got rid of the old ones, she started looking for a new squad, was going to completely rebuild it.  I don’t know why, but she was impressed I managed to stand up to you.  So she offered me a deal.”
 
   “What deal?”
 
   “If I could get you to sign up to the division, she’d give me command of the squad.  She’d even let me pick out the new troopers, but no Brent, no deal.  Ronald has a friend in maintenance.  He forged the transfer for me.  I knew it wouldn’t work, but he said I had to at least try.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tyra, but I can’t leave the FF.  I have people I can’t leave behind.”
 
   As Brent moved to stand up, Tyra reached out for his hand.
 
   “I’m begging you.  If I don’t get a single victory at the academy, I don’t stand a chance of having any kind of career.”
 
   When she made contact, her emotions flooded into him.  The despair was unbearable.  He was her last hope; she wasn’t trying to manipulate him.  Brent faced Cassandra.  He couldn’t leave her, but he couldn’t abandon Tyra in her present state.  Tyra’s was dangerously close to the emotional state he had felt when Angela tried to make him commit suicide.  He sat down and thought deeply.
 
   “I’ll make you a deal of my own,” Brent said after a long pause.
 
   “Anything; name your price.”
 
   “Brent, you can’t seriously . . .” Cassandra interrupted.
 
   “Let me select the squad.”  Brent made his proposal.  “You let me pick the troopers, and I’ll join you and Ronald.”
 
   Tyra stared at him for a moment as it sunk in.
 
   “You mean it?”  Tyra blinked disbelievingly.  “You’ll sign up with me?”
 
   “So you agree to my terms?”
 
   “I would have agreed to bear your child!  You’ve got it!”  Tyra was almost hysterical.  “I’ve got to let Ronald know . . .”
 
   Tyra got up from the table and ran to the doorway.  She paused for a moment and rushed back.  Without warning she hugged Brent firmly.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear.
 
   In a flash Tyra was gone, the sense of hope and relief still filling Brent from her momentary contact.  Slowly, he felt a mild pain growing in his hand.  Cassandra was a deep red.  Her hand was slowly crushing his.
 
   “What was that all about?” Cassandra asked angrily.
 
   “She was in a bad way.  Might have done something unthinkable if I didn’t agree.”
 
   “You just wanted to impress her.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.  You are, aren’t you!”
 
   Her grip tightened as a response.
 
   “Cassandra, you’re about to break my hand.”  Brent winced in pain.
 
   Startled, she quickly released him.  He quickly grabbed her other hand as the flood of emotions started to return.
 
   “Do you remember the fight in the mess hall?” Brent asked, while nursing his hand.
 
   “Of course; don’t try to change the subject.”
 
   “I’m not changing the subject.  Remember when you were gripping your own neck?”
 
   She nodded and felt her neck instinctively.
 
   “Tyra was feeling the same way.  If I hadn’t done something . . . well I don’t want to think about what might have happened.”
 
   “Wait, I thought you said you couldn’t see emotions anymore.”
 
   “I can’t.  But for some reason when people touch me I can sense everything they are feeling.”
 
   “Is that why you keep holding my hand?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “You’ve been holding my hand this entire time, just so you can know what I’m feeling?  I’m just a test subject to you!”  Cassandra was obviously deeply hurt.
 
   “Don’t be stupid.  You know that’s not the truth.”
 
   “Then tell me why you haven’t let go of me for more than a few seconds since we left Medical,” she demanded.
 
   “It’s hard to explain.  When I touch you I can think clearly, I can focus.  When I let go I lose myself in the emotions.”
 
   “What emotions?”  Cassandra quickly scanned the empty room.  “The only other person here is the bartender.  He can’t be all that exciting.”
 
   “They aren’t emotions from people around me.  They are more like afterimages.  Echos.  I can clearly remember every emotion the Weavers in the mess hall were feeling.  When I’m not touching you, I get overwhelmed by it all.”
 
   “I had no idea . . . that’s horrible.”
 
   “You think that’s bad?  Just wait until you hear this.”
 
   “There’s more?”
 
   “With all those emotions rummaging around, I don’t think I can sleep alone . . .”
 
   Cassandra stared at him for a moment.  Her face started to redden.
 
   “I’ve heard some lame pick up lines back home, but that takes the cake.”
 
   “What?” Brent blurted out in surprise.
 
   “You can’t be suggesting . . . we’re not even married!”
 
   “Now you know I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “And I was believing you too!  You . . . wolf!  Pervert!”
 
   “I never said that!  You’re jumping to . . .” Brent paused.  “Wait a minute; you’re giving me a hard time, aren’t you?”
 
   “Pay back for all the times you’ve embarrassed me,” Cassandra said playfully as a satisfied grin filled her.
 
   “I’ve created a monster.”
 
   “I learned from the best.”  She winked at him.
 
   “Seriously though, what are we going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Do we really have to share a bunk?” she asked as her face started to redden more severely.
 
   “Not necessarily, as long as I’m holding your hand I seem to be fine.  I don’t think I need much more than that.”
 
   “Okay, so we just need to sleep nearby.  What about the FF?”
 
   “With them partying all night?  Even if I kept the emotions at bay, that music would be more than enough to keep us both up.”
 
   “Good point.  Medical?”
 
   “I’d have to pass on that.  We managed to escape from there without a Weaver ambush or Dr. Benedict dissecting me.  I’d rather not walk back into the lion’s den.  Plus, do you really want to sleep next to me with that woman observing us all night?”
 
   Cassandra shuddered violently at the thought and shook her head.
 
   “Well, I’m out of ideas,” she said with a sigh.  “Nothing but tables and chairs here on the observation deck.  Not exactly ideal sleeping conditions.”
 
   “I wonder . . .”
 
   “Forget it.  I’m not sleeping on the floor, either.
 
   “I don’t mean that.  The division Tyra was talking about.  She said the division leader was rebuilding the entire squad.”
 
   “I remember that.  She got rid of an entire squad after a single mistake.  Sounds like a charming woman.”
 
   “Perhaps, but think about it.  That means there is an entire group of empty bunks.”
 
   “No celebrating troopers, no operating table, and much better than the floor.”
 
   “Then it’s settled.”
 
   “Fine, but you try anything tonight and I’ll break your arm.”
 
   Brent couldn’t tell if she was kidding or not.  It suddenly dawned on him that her emotions didn’t wash over him when they made contact.  Cassandra used to be the only person he could sense, and now she was the only one he couldn’t.  As they made their way to the new division he wondered why things were always so complicated for him.
 
   “Which division was it again?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “The SW, grade six.  It should be to our left.”
 
   “I had learned the corridors around the FF; never thought I’d have to learn another part of the station.”
 
   “Didn’t think you’d be adopted into another division?”
 
   “A heavy-worlder with a bad temper who is never seen outside her suit.  What do you think?”
 
   “I think we are there.”
 
   Brent approached the doorway that silently slid open for him.  Before the pair was a large common room.  While the FF had been partying with the intention of waking the dead, the SW common room was so quiet you could probably hear a trooper drop their pad.  As he took his first step into the room, a dozen or so troopers appeared out of seemingly nowhere.  Their postures betrayed advanced stealth training – these weren’t poorly trained dregs.  They were dressed in black and red uniforms and studied the newcomers carefully.  Cassandra’s face reddened as one inspected her closely.  Her hand started to tighten around his.
 
   “Is there a problem?”  Brent addressed the one closest to Cassandra.
 
   With incredible speed the one in front of him attacked.  A fist lashed out at his stomach.  The speed of it was amazing.  The fist came too quickly for him to dodge it.  He barely had time to place his own hand in the path of the attack.  As the two made contact, Brent could feel his emotions.  It made him sick to his stomach.  The SW trooper showed utter disdain for the pair.  The trooper felt assured of his complete superiority over them.
 
   A second emotion hid beneath the surface.  Revulsion.  Cassandra disgusted the trooper.  Brent could sense every detail of the man’s loathing for the girl at his side.  The hair on the back of his neck bristled as he was filled with contempt for the vile feelings in the trooper.  He noticed a green light pulse down his hand and into the trooper’s fist.  The trooper instantly fell to the ground.
 
   It took Brent a moment to realize how quickly the entire exchange had taken place.  From the moment they made contact, to the green light had only taken fractions of a second.  Another of the troopers tried the same move on Cassandra.  His fist cleanly hit Cassandra.  She didn’t even flinch.  With a single motion she grabbed his fist and tossed the trooper deep into the common room.  He crashed into some exercise equipment, startling the troopers who had been using it.  The SW troopers backed away as Brent’s would-be attacker started wailing on the floor.  Brent leaned over and took the man’s hand.  He focused on returning the man to his normal, albeit nauseating, self.
 
   “Who dares enter my division and cause such a racket?” a strong feminine voice called out.
 
   Every trooper in the common room approached the pair at the doorway.  From deeper in, Brent could see troopers sneaking out from behind the archways leading to the bunks.  A slim female stood in the center; from the way the others distanced themselves, it was clear she was the leader.
 
   “A Weaver and his pet.  Why do you darken my doorway?” the female leader asked.
 
   “I’d be the last to agree with the other Weavers, but you and your troopers really should show better manners,” Brent shot back.
 
   “I don’t fear you, Weaver, or any of your kind.  Take your parlor tricks elsewhere.”
 
   “His pet!?” Cassandra shouted as her face flared red.  “I only see one animal here.  And she is in serious need of an obedience lesson . . .” 
 
   Brent quickly squeezed her hand to silence her.  The division leader sneered.
 
   “You really think you could beat me, little girl?” she chewed her words.
 
   “I wouldn’t recommend . . .”  He stepped in front of Cassandra protectively.
 
   “It is him!” a trooper shouted from somewhere in the gathering of SW.
 
   With incredible speed, seven troopers switched sides, taking positions to Brent’s right and left.  He was puzzled until they bowed to him like the tripods.  Apparently he had friends, even here.  He returned the gesture, purposefully exaggerating some of the motions.  Gasps escaped the mouths of the SW troopers still standing near their leader.  Realization of who Brent was flashed on several faces; it was a mixture of surprise and horror.
 
   “Just who do you think you are?”  The division leader hadn’t figured it out yet.
 
   As Brent was about to answer, the SW troopers who assembled themselves around him shouted.
 
   “He is the leader of recruit group C, the grand commander of the war room, and the liberator of the FF,” they shouted in unison to their leader.
 
   “You can call me Brent,” he said as they finished, trying to hide his discomfort at the troopers’ praise.
 
   The division leader cackled.  The troopers standing near her stepped away while those around Brent remained firm.
 
   “So, Tyra did it.”  The division leader grinned in satisfaction.  “I doubted she could pull it off.  So, I guess you’re mine now.”
 
   He could feel Cassandra’s hand tighten in anger.  The troopers standing to his sides looked at one another, troubled.
 
   “No one is above him,” Cassandra announced flatly.
 
   The troopers around Brent smiled to themselves, as their troubled looks faded.  He knew he had heard the line before, but couldn’t remember where.  The division leader cast a hard stare at Cassandra that would have struck a faint-hearted person dead.  The division leader had lost this round.  With the confrontation over, his body relaxed, and he became aware of just how tired he was.  Without a word, Brent headed toward the second archway.  Cassandra and the loyal SW troopers followed closely.  The rest of the troopers in the common room exchanged worried glances.  They lacked the cunning to know exactly what had just happened, but they knew something had happened, and their division leader was not happy about it.
 
   “Tyra is still with her old division.  Would you like to use the squad leader’s quarters tonight, Weaver?” one of his new followers asked.
 
   “The name is Brent.”  He smiled at the trooper.
 
   “Did you want to use it . . . Brent?” a second asked.
 
   “Not tonight.  Would you all mind sleeping in the bunks near the archway?  I have a feeling I didn’t make the best of impressions with your division leader.”
 
   The SW troopers nodded among themselves and moved to take the bunks.  Brent led Cassandra to the bunk farthest down the archway.
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather we had taken a room with a door?”  Cassandra waited until they were alone to ask.
 
   “It would have raised too many questions if we went in together, plus, I think we pushed our luck with the division leader enough as it is.”
 
   “Ashamed to be seen entering the same room as me, is that it?”
 
   “Maybe I just don’t want to be accused of trying something and wake up with a broken arm.”
 
   Cassandra smiled warmly as they prepared for bed.  The bunks were too far apart for them to remain in contact while sleeping in separate ones.  Brent courteously offered to take the floor while Cassandra took a bunk.  It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but without the constant barrage of random emotions, he managed to fall asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jack leaned back in his chair.  Observing Brent had given him less insight than he had hoped.  The boy acted as he always did.  The only small difference was he never let go of the girl now.  Nothing to shocking in that, one didn’t need to be a Weaver to see he cared for her.  With a disappointed sigh, Jack turned his attention back to his pad.  The fair doctor had forwarded the reports on each of the Weavers receiving treatment.  Doctor Benedict was being down right accommodating.  Not only had she let Brent go, she had given Jack the reports on the Weavers before he had even thought to ask for them.  As a precaution, Jack decided to watch over the doctor a little more closely.  Her mind had enough scars from inept Weavers; he wasn’t about to let any more be created under his watch.
 
   Despite Brent’s weakened state, Jack couldn’t find anything permanent done by the Weavers’ subterfuge.  To think the Weavers were so well organized to attempt such a thing.  Had the boy been a normal Weaver, the armed guards would have arrived to a massacre.  Brent would no doubt already have been dead, and who knows how many of his supporters would have joined him.  As Jack read through the reports, he noticed an odd fact.  Most of the Weavers showed signs of extreme exhaustion before Brent disabled them.  They had been attacking him with everything they had, and then some.  Jack had already spoken with some of the troopers to get their side of the story.  To stand, alone, against an entire army of Weavers, Brent was either incredibly brave or unbelievably stupid.
 
   Whatever the case, he was rapidly becoming an epic hero to the troopers.  However, the fact that scared Jack the most was the amount of control Brent exhibited.  He forced the Weavers to stop breathing.  Sure, when a person is scared they breathe faster, or slower when relaxed, but to stop altogether?  Even to a Master Weaver such things were impossible.  When Jack thought of worst-case scenarios, it had always been Brent driving people to suicide or murder or some kind of extreme emotional state.  Planet wide riots, entire populations acting like deranged psychopaths, and other dismal scenarios had been the limit of his imagination.
 
   For him to be able to decide a person should just stop breathing – the implications were staggering.  Everyone in a three hundred mile radius simply dropping dead, gasping for breath as their lungs refused to obey.  The only thread of hope was that Brent always undid the damage he inflicted.  He had even saved an army bent on his demise from suffocation.  Jack wondered how long their good fortune would last.  As he was just about finished with the reports, he heard the sounds of stirring from the bed in the room.
 
   “Enjoy your nap?” Jack asked.
 
   “Five more minutes,” Nathan said groggily, as he rolled over.
 
   “You’ll be asking for ‘five more minutes’ until lunch.”
 
   “Where’s the problem in that?  The universe can’t get me in my dreams.”
 
   “You don’t honestly think the universe itself is after you.”
 
   “No, just every single human being with the power to ruin my day.”
 
   “I know you had a rough day yesterday, but isn’t that blowing things out of proportion.”
 
   “A rough day?  Jack, I was trying to push the academy back into orbit!”
 
   “I suppose crashing to our doom would qualify as an excuse to bring up Janet Hawkins.”
 
   “Janet . . .”  Nathan lunged forward into a sitting position.
 
   “Nathan?”
 
   “I had completely forgotten.  Those little brats almost ruined everything.”
 
   “How could you forget Janet Hawkins?”
 
   “Not her.  Why I sent for you in the first place!”
 
   “Wait, you mean the Weavers didn’t force you to call me.”
 
   “No, the little rats convinced me the sky was falling after I summoned you.”
 
   “So what was so important?”
 
   “We’ve got to get Brent off the station.  His life is in danger.”
 
   “Isn’t it a little late for that?  The Weavers already attacked him.  What more threat could the academy pose?”
 
   “It’s not what’s on the academy, it’s the fact that it’s an academy in the first place!”
 
   “Want to run that by me again?”
 
   “Give me a minute to collect my thoughts; I’ve never been good under pressure.”
 
   “I hadn’t noticed.”  Jack chuckled.
 
   “Before I took that accursed position at Lazarus, I was a general researcher for the Commonwealth.  I’ve probably told you about my exploits to the point you know them better than I do.  In any case, I was sent here and there to study this and that.  I made a number of friends back then, friends I’ve kept in contact with over the years.  We argue about theories, gloat over our latest accomplishments and the like.”
 
   “Okay, so you are popular.”
 
   “You don’t have to sound so skeptical.”
 
   “I never said you weren’t, so how does arguing about theories put Brent in mortal danger?”
 
   “I was getting to that!  Well, recently they’ve been getting nervous.  The ITU is acting funny.  They wanted to know if I knew anything more.”
 
   “Funny ha ha or funny odd?”
 
   “Funny peculiar.  They’ve been moving around their security forces.  Getting too close for comfort.  Nothing worries a researcher like a warship in orbit.”
 
   “Great, so they want to pressure some world to capitulate on a trade dispute, or convince some policy maker to leave them alone.”
 
   “That’s just it.  There isn’t a single world they are trying to establish trade arrays on right now.  And there isn’t a single policy coming up anytime soon that would effect them.”
 
   “So what?  You think they are up to something else?  All the ITU cares about is credits, credits, and more credits.”
 
   “Normally I’d agree with you, but after the three titans incident the ITU has had a lot more power to toss around.  The whole thing changed how PSFs are calculated after all.”
 
   “Or it could be they are just reorganizing their trade routes to save a credit or two.”
 
   “That’s another thing; the trade ships haven’t deviated at all.  They are still jumping along the same old routes.  With the security forces as they are now, there are even a few ITU trade lanes that are completely unprotected.”
 
   “Any pirate activity?  Could it be a trap to lure them into the open?”
 
   “For a while they were raiding the trade lanes nonstop.  The security forces ignored them completely.  Recently, the pirates pulled back.”
 
   “Even they know something isn’t right,” Jack said, finally accepting Nathan might be on to something.
 
   “It all fits.  The ITU wants Brent out of the picture.”
 
   “Hold up, how do you make that connection?”
 
   “Think about it.  Our spy was well paid, and who has deeper pockets than the ITU?  When their spy failed to terminate Brent we hid him in Medical.  For all the ITU knew, we could have moved him to another academy.  Right about that time they started shuffling their security forces around.  We’ve crunched the numbers, figured out where they are headed.  Their fleets will soon be in position to strike at any of the academies.”
 
   “Okay, I see it now, but I don’t buy it.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Why move their entire military force for a single boy?  Why expose their trade lanes to pirates and other riffraff when a single professional assassin could get the job done for a fraction of the price?”
 
   “After the incident in the mess hall, maybe they didn’t think an assassin could cut it.”
 
   “But that was yesterday.  You said they started moving last week.”
 
   “But Jack . . .”
 
   “Don’t worry; you’ve convinced me.  I’ll check with my contacts in the military; see if your scientist buddies are getting you worked up over nothing.”
 
   “Believe me, I’d be happy if that were the case.  I’ve had too much excitement for one . . .”
 
   A gentle knocking interrupted.  A man in gray stepped into the room timidly.
 
   “Weaver Davis?” the man asked slowly.
 
   “That’s me.  What is it?
 
   “You wanted to be informed if there were any developments with the boy.”
 
   “Yes, what is it?”
 
   “He’s changed divisions.  Was made official last night.  He’s now in the SW.”
 
   “Under who?”
 
   “Division leader Valerie Murdock.  He’s in the second squad under Tyra Lucchesi.”
 
   “That will be all.”
 
   The maintenance man saluted and quickly left the room.
 
   “Wonderful.  Of all the divisions, he had to end up in Murdock’s.”  Jack sighed.
 
   “You know her?”
 
   “Not personally, but I’ve had dealings with the family.  They’ve despised Weavers for generations.”
 
   “Well, it could be worse, right?  After all, hunting Weavers is against the law nowadays.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true.  However, blood feuds don’t resolve without blood – hence the name.”
 
   “Somehow, I doubt that’s where the expression comes from.  You don’t think she’d really take up the old family hobby in plain view.  Do you?”
 
   “You make a point.  Murdocks are anything but fools.  Plus, he isn’t reporting directly to her; there might be enough buffer between them that she’ll forget he’s there.  Wasn’t Tyra the leader of the SF?”
 
   “No doubt abandoning the division before it sunk completely.  Hold on, what was her last name again?”
 
   “Lu-kess-e, I think.”
 
   “Lucchesi!  Why do I know that name . . .”
 
   “Is there anyone you haven’t heard of?” Jack asked with a grin.
 
   “Maybe I do watch too many 3Ps.”
 
   “One of your scientist friends perhaps?”
 
   “Don’t think so.  It’ll come to me sooner or later.”  Nathan shrugged and rolled back into bed.
 
   Jack didn’t protest as his friend drifted back to sleep.  He could feel Nathan’s exhaustion.  Nathan had always been a worrier, and recently there was more than enough to worry about.  If the ITU was getting involved with the boy, things would only get worse.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The three tones awoke Brent.  For a while he laid still, collecting his thoughts.  His dream had been different.  Instead of the fifth exam and the metal world, Brent had been in peaceful grassland.  Rolling hills stretched out as far as the eye could see.  Large herds of animals moved about under an auburn sky, freely roaming and eating as they pleased.  It had been a soothing dream, a new experience for him.  After the turmoil of the last few days, it was refreshing to get a decent night’s sleep.
 
   Remembering where he was, he started to get up.  As he stirred, he realized he couldn’t move the left side of his body, and there was a weight on his chest.  Looking down, he found a large tangle of hair resting on him.  After the initial shock, Brent looked around.  The bunk overhead was empty.  Cassandra couldn’t have fallen out of the bunk; there was no way he could have slept through her crashing down on him.
 
   Suddenly, a warm soft material caressed his immobilized hand.  She was holding his hand close to her chest even in sleep.  The sensation hinted she was well endowed beyond what he had pictured.  She shifted subtly; through the blanket he could feel her legs wrapped around his.  Apparently Cassandra clung to things in her sleep.  From his position he could only make out the top of her head, but her slight movements gave him a mental picture.  Brent wondered how she had managed to tangle herself so intricately without waking him.
 
   She never ceased to surprise him.  Despite her magnified strength, she could be incredibly gentle.  The same girl that had flung a trooper like a rag doll the night before was now snuggled up to him, clinging as softly as a breeze.  With his free hand Brent grabbed his pad.  Working with only one hand was troublesome, but he found himself not wanting to wake her.
 
   Focusing as best he could, despite Cassandra’s occasional slumbering cuddle, he turned his mind to business.  He had signed up with Tyra under the condition that he picked the troopers.  As he started searching for prospects, every trooper on the station came up as candidates; evidently single digit divisions got whomever they wanted.  Brent quickly searched through the names, making mental notes of talents and weaknesses.  It had taken a little over an hour, but he had managed to construct a squad that he could live with.  He was actually quite proud of the squad he had assembled.
 
   Cassandra’s knee rubbed against his inner thigh as a reminder they were still intertwined.  As he sent the list to Tyra, Brent wondered if Cassandra always slept in late or if she was suffering from exhaustion.  After all, he had no idea how long she had been by his side after the trial.  This might have been her first good night’s sleep in quite some time.  A figure was moving in the distance.  As it got closer, he identified it as one of the SW troopers who had joined him the night before.  The girl in black and red was moving her head about as she studied the bunks.  When she noticed Cassandra on the floor she paused for a moment.  As she made eye contact with Brent pinned under the girl, her eyes widened.  He shrugged nonchalantly as the trooper turned away.
 
   “Excuse me, Weaver.  I thought you might like to know basic starts in forty minutes,” the SW trooper said with her back turned.
 
   “You can drop ‘Weaver’.  Brent works just fine,” he whispered back.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m not used to referring to people so informally, sir.”  She spoke in a whisper to match Brent’s.
 
   “I see.  So you want me to refer to you as ‘trooper’ then?”
 
   “I see your point.”  She chuckled to herself.  “My name is Williams, Penny Williams.” 
 
   “Could I ask you a favor, Miss Williams?”
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “My friend here has had a very long couple of days, and I can’t bring myself to wake her.  Would you mind waking her in fifteen minutes or so and escort her to the stalls?”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I can find my way; thank you for the offer.”
 
   “One more thing, sir.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The division leader isn’t exactly the forgive-and-forget type.  She’s called a special training session tonight, a whole hour earlier than normal.  I doubt it’s a coincidence.”
 
   “When is it exactly?”
 
   “Right after the evening meal; she’s not giving us a free minute tonight.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning.”
 
   With Cassandra’s wake up call taken care of, all that remained was to escape her grasp.  Using slow movements, he managed to break free without waking her.  As he was about to snake out his hand, Brent hesitated.  He had forgotten his dependence on her.  Slowly he pulled his hand away, bracing for the worst.  Surprisingly, nothing happened.  No strange emotions assaulted him.  The memory of the other Weavers and their jumble of emotions didn’t rush over him.  He slowly waked away; ready to return to her if any emotions cropped up.
 
   As Brent entered the common room, his mind was clear.  The traces of the other Weavers were gone.  He let out a sigh of relief.  At least for now he was independent again.  Not that Cassandra’s snuggling hadn’t been pleasant.  The common room was full of troopers.  All of them were training, even at this early hour.  Push-ups, weight training, and even some sparring occupied the troopers.  The division leader ran a tight group.
 
   He quickly made his way to the stalls.  The etchings above the doorways made the station quite easy to navigate once his had figured out the patterns.  Brent didn’t even need to hold up his pad to read them clearly anymore; the faint indentations were as apparent as any street sign to him now.  As he made his way, he noticed that, despite the large number of troopers, they were cleanly arranged in neat lines.
 
   They reminded him of Sanderson’s squad.  Even before they had washed for the morning, they were parading around.  They regarded him largely with indifference, whether out of fear of his status as a Weaver or out of some feeling of superiority, Brent couldn’t tell.  He actually found it refreshing.  For the first time in a long while, he wasn’t some public spectacle.  To these troopers he was just a nameless Waver demanding no special focus or regard.
 
   As he reached the stalls, he had noticed the troopers bow to one another like the tripods only twice.  His fan club didn’t have many members in the higher grades, or at least they hid their membership better.  Despite the different behavior of the troopers, the facilities were exactly the same.  At breakfast, the troopers of the SW were eerily silent.  The playful banter of the FF was nowhere to be found.  Basic was similar to what he remembered, the lifeless droning about past battles and basic combat techniques.  Only problem was Brent was incredibly behind.  It took him a while to understand the new exercises.  Lunch was about as exciting as the monotone history lecture had been.  The specialized training was incredibly difficult.  Having missed so much, Brent had to struggle just to keep up with the others.  Despite it all, he managed to avoid complete disaster.  Dinner was as solemn as a funeral.  Cassandra took a seat next to him.  It had been the first time he’d seen her since that morning; a downcast look dominated her face.
 
   “We are gathered here to morn the loss of our dear friend Hue.”  Brent smiled as he spoke.  “He was an endless inspiration to some of us, and a respected colleague to others.  None of us will forget the effect Mr. More had on our lives.  I ask that we now have a moment of silence for our departed friend, Hue More.” 
 
   Several SW troopers started chuckling as they got the joke.  Cassandra’s expression lightened a bit.
 
   “His elegy will be delivered by his long time friend, Joe King,” Penny added, from halfway down the table.
 
   That did it; most of the division broke into thunderous laughter.  The repressed laugher shattered through the strict and proper façade they’d developed.  Some tried to regain their composure, but it was futile.  The nearby divisions turned and stared at the laughing troopers with confusion.  Tyra sat down across from Brent, Ronald following closely behind her.
 
   “What I miss?”  Tyra raised an eyebrow as the trooper next to her banged on the table as he laughed.
 
   “I think some of Cain rubbed off on Brent,” Cassandra said with a smile.
 
   “It wasn’t even that good of a joke,” he said with a shrug.
 
   “Cain? Who?” Tyra asked.
 
   “The bookie of the FF,” Brent answered for Cassandra.
 
   “We are all settled in now,” Ronald spoke formally.  “Our possessions have been transferred and I’ve begun working on those transfers you requested.” 
 
   “I hope you won’t have any trouble.”
 
   “I doubt it.  Your list consisted mainly of troopers from lower grades.  I’d imagine they’d jump at the chance to join us.”
 
   “Does he ever lighten up?” Cassandra asked Tyra.
 
   “Rarely.  Ronald is all business.  Although, maybe that’s why he is so good at what he does.”  Tyra started on her meal.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” a familiar feminine voice bellowed.  “Silence, all of you!  Can’t you see the other divisions are staring?” 
 
   The SW troopers quieted down.  They looked like a pack of children caught with their hands in the cookie jar.  The division leader stopped behind Brent.
 
   “I’m guessing this is your fault, Weaver.  I hope you’re prepared; tonight’s training will be something special.”
 
   Brent dared not turn to face the division leader as she spoke.
 
   “What is the nature of the training, Miss Murdock?” Tyra asked calmly.
 
   “I believe I just said it was special.  Do you have something stuck in your ear?”
 
   “More like you’ve got something stuck up your . . .”  Brent quickly kicked Cassandra’s leg before she could finish her aside.
 
   The faces of several nearby troopers contorted as they strained to hold back their laughter.  The division leader pretended she hadn’t heard Cassandra.  The troopers let out a collective sigh of relief as their leader stormed off, presumably to prepare whatever she had in mind for them.  The division reluctantly finished their meal and headed toward the examination room.
 
   “Now I know I missed something,” Tyra said, as she followed closely behind Brent.  “What set her off?”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s our fault,” Penny spoke, as she matched Tyra’s pace.  “A few of us defended the Weaver . . . excuse me, Brent.  Miss Murdock was ready to have the division forcibly remove him from the common room last night.”
 
   “Don’t blame yourself,” Brent said reassuringly.  “She was looking for a fight; you just gave her an excuse.”
 
   “If she wants a fight, I’ll be happy to give her one!”  Cassandra cracked her knuckles.
 
   With a slight pause, she stared at her hands intently.  She quickly moved to Brent’s side.
 
   “Are you okay?” she whispered so only he could hear.
 
   “Fine, why?”
 
   “You were already gone when I woke up this morning.  Don’t you need to hold my hand or something?”
 
   “My mind has been clear all day; no trace of the other emotions.”
 
   “I see,” Cassandra said dejectedly.
 
   “After an entire night of being cuddled, I probably built up a stockpile,” Brent said with a wink.
 
   Cassandra’s eyes widened; her face flushed red.  As she was about to say something, the trooper in front of them came to a dead stop.  They had arrived at the examination room.  The division leader was standing by the doorway; a nasty grin lined her face from ear to ear.
 
   “We’ve got a few newcomers to the mighty SW.  Let’s give them a warm welcome.  Tonight we will determine if they are Shadow Walker material.”  Murdock headed through the doorway.
 
   “You mean they are nicknames?” Brent asked, as the column of troopers followed their leader.  “I thought they were assigned abbreviations to differentiate the divisions.”
 
   “You didn’t know that?” Tyra asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “You get used to it.  He’s a genius in some areas, clueless in others,” Cassandra stuck out her tongue at Brent.  “It’s actually kind of cute.  He’d never heard of a 3P before he came here either.”
 
   “Do I even want to know what FF stood for?” Brent asked, ignoring Cassandra’s chiding.
 
   “Finbarr’s Failures,” Ronald stated flatly as they entered the examination room.
 
   The scene was an increasingly familiar one.  Rolling dunes of sand spread out in every direction.  A small collection of ruins was partially obscured behind a large dune several yards out.  Murdock stood beside a large ring of sand that was a lighter color than the surrounding dunes.  When she walked on the ring it didn’t give way to her step like loose sand did; it was a large circle of compressed sand.
 
   “Tonight we are going to assess the abilities of our new friends.”  Murdock looked at Brent with abject hatred.  “First off, let’s see how well they handle themselves in hand-to-hand combat.  Tyra, would you mind going first?”
 
   With a carefree shrug, Tyra agreed.  As she made her way to one side of the light circle, Murdock selected a trooper of an average build.  The SW trooper quickly took her position and assumed a combat stance.  Brent had never seen the stance before, but it looked incredibly uncomfortable.  Tyra meanwhile just stood casually.  Murdock slowly raised her hand.  With a burst of speed she swung it down, starting the match.
 
   “I give up,” Tyra said, almost instantly.
 
   The SW trooper had started a lunge only to fall forward in surprise.  The division looked at one another.  Without waiting for Murdock’s approval, Tyra returned to the mass of troopers.  She knew the division leader had no interest in punishing her.  Murdock sighed to herself.  Ronald moved into the ring.
 
   “That was . . . unexpected.  Do you plan to surrender too?” Murdock asked Ronald.
 
   “You should know better than to ask me that, Valerie,” Ronald said with an obvious hint of irritation.
 
   A surprised look flashed over Murdock’s face for an instant.  She quickly shook it off and gestured for a stronger looking trooper to replace his opponent.  The trooper cracked his neck and raised his two fists.  The trooper swiped at the air a few times.  The speed and the strength of his punches was impressive.  Ronald didn’t seem intimidated.  He swept his right leg behind him and readied for the battle.  He turned his profile to his opponent, his left arm parallel to the ground.  His right arm seemed to hang limply.  Every trooper watched the finesse of the movements in astonishment.
 
   Tyra folded her arms and smiled smugly.  Ronald stood ready.  Brent wondered why the match hadn’t begun.  A quick glance answered his question.  Murdock had been taken in by the grace of the movements as well and now stood almost in a trance.  Ronald broke his intense focus on his opponent for only a moment to look at Murdock.  The glance broke Murdock from her trance.  She blushed slightly and quickly started the match.
 
   The SW trooper rushed Ronald with startling speed.  A flurry of punches erupted from the trooper.  Ronald easily blocked them all with his left arm.  The trooper increased the speed of his punches, but Ronald kept up without breaking a sweat.  In a single graceful movement, Ronald’s right leg swept between the SW trooper’s feet, knocking him off balance.  As the trooper’s balance started to falter, Ronald’s right fist swung with amazing speed.  When the trooper impacted the ground, Ronald’s fist hovered over the trooper’s neck.  A gasp escaped from the division.  Had he truly meant his attack it was likely the trooper would either be dead or very close to it.
 
   It took the trooper on the ground a moment to realize what had just happened.  With victory firmly established, Ronald helped his fallen foe to his feet, and the two returned to the division.  Murdock smiled to herself; she wasn’t the least bit surprised.  She gestured for a very large and very strong looking trooper to enter the ring.  Murdock shot a glance at Brent.  Cassandra noticed the glance and quickly entered the ring before Murdock could order him to take his turn.
 
   “This seems a little unfair.  Maybe we should even up the playing field.”  Murdock sneered at Cassandra.
 
   As Murdock spoke, Brent felt a growing weight on his chest.  Several troopers dropped to their knees.  Cassandra stood firm.  Her opponent didn’t seem to notice, either.  Brent remembered the sensation from the exams.  Murdock was manipulating the gravity.  With labored movements she raised her hand and started the match.  The SW trooper charged Cassandra.  His speed wasn’t as quick as the others had been, but it wasn’t nearly as slow as it should have been in the increased gravity.  Cassandra’s opponent was a heavy-worlder too.  The two locked hands.  Even without the magnified strength, Cassandra was quite tough.  The two seemed to be in a stalemate; unable to break free of one another, they circled the ring.  Brent remembered a similar scene from the exams, when Dante had been locked in combat with his double.  As they neared the edge, Cassandra smiled.  Her opponent took a step out of the ring and lost his footing in the slick sand.  Cassandra pressed the advantage and brought him to his knees, locking him in a neck hold.  The trooper tried to break free, but they were too evenly matched.
 
   “That’s enough,” Murdock commanded.  “The girl is the winner.  Clearly there’s a small amount of brains behind that brawn.  Brent, you’re up.”
 
   “Wait a minute!  You can’t . . .” Cassandra protested.
 
   “Your match is over.  Be quiet and join the rest of the division!”
 
   The kneeling troopers exchanged worried glances.  A murmur of protest could be heard, but it wasn’t loud enough to sway Murdock.  Cassandra’s opponent remained in the ring, stretching in anticipation of the next match.  It was painfully obvious Murdock had planned this.  It took huge amounts of effort to take every step.  Brent moved like a snail while his opponent didn’t show even a hint of hindrance.  He finally managed to enter the ring.  He could hear the concerned murmur of the division behind him.  Murdock struggled to raise her hand again and started the match.
 
   The trooper immediately attacked.  Brent raised his arms, struggling to mount a defense.  The trooper batted him to the side like a bug.  As he slid along the ring, he realized the trooper was just playing with him.  When he came to a stop a thought occurred to him.  He had made direct contact with the trooper.  Why hadn’t he sensed his emotions?  The trooper approached him and tossed him out of the ring like a rag doll.  Murdock showed no intention of ending the match.  The once soft dunes felt like millions of jagged rocks in the increased gravity.  What was the point of being called a Weaver if he couldn’t depend on his abilities?
 
   Brent forced his body to stand as the trooper calmly walked up to him.  He swung futilely at his attacker’s arm as the trooper grabbed Brent’s left leg and swung him back into the ring.  After skidding to a stop, he struggled to stand again.  He could hear the division gasp; their protesting whispers grew louder.  Looking down he found the sand dirtied with a dark pink.  At this rate he wasn’t going to end up in Medical; his next stop would be the morgue.  The SW trooper swiped at him with his arm, sending him flying.  As Brent crashed against the sand, a searing pain filled his side.  Blood oozed from his right arm.  As he struggled to stand, he could feel it running down the length of his arm, dripping off the fingers.  As the SW trooper approached, his eyes winched.
 
   “Just stay down,” the heavy-worlder whispered to Brent as he lifted him.
 
   As he flew through the air, Brent wondered if the trooper considered this going easy on him or not.  Grating along the sand, one thing was clear in his mind.  Murdock wouldn’t be satisfied with his submission.  She wanted him dead.  As he tried to get to his feet, he started coughing.  When he pulled his left hand away from his mouth, he found it covered in blood.  Murdock might just get her wish.
 
   Brent stood up.  His opponent was still a fair distance off, and apparently he was giving him some time to recover.  He took stock of the situation.  He could no longer move his right arm; his left knee was throbbing with pain – just like his back.  The sand below was no longer a tan color; it was a reddish black now.  He could hear the faint sounds of the division.  Whether they were still whispering or he was losing his ability to hear, Brent didn’t know.  Murdock watched him smugly, grim satisfaction in her eyes.
 
   If he could sense the heavy-worlders emotions, he might have stood a chance, but, as always, his abilities remained elusive.  It wasn’t fair.  Why could the other Weavers strike at him whenever they felt like it?  Why were people always gunning for him?  First the instructors had custom made exams to force him to fail.  When he conquered them they put him in the FF, Finbarr’s Failures, the worst division on the entire station.  He had managed to win a trial with the worst division possible.  How was he rewarded?  The Weavers tried to kill him.  Now he was facing a slow and agonizing death, all because he wounded the pride of a division leader.
 
   Suddenly, Brent started laughing.  For some reason, when he recounted it all, he found it funny.  The laughter created incredible pain in his chest, but he couldn’t help it.  The heavy-worlder stopped dead in his tracks.  The division fell silent as they watched the cackling Weaver.  Even Murdock was surprised and took a step in retreat; a taint of horror tugged at her face.  As Brent laughed, he remembered the rolling hills of his dream.  A soothing calm enveloped him.  The pain in his body melted away.  As he watched the animals move about, he reached out to touch them.
 
   Brent broke from the dream as he realized he had lifted his right arm.  Blood continued to drip from its length as he raised it.  He flexed the fingers.  They responded!  His movements were still painfully slow, but he again had control over his body.  Out of the corner of his eye, he spied Murdock trembling in fear.  With all his strength, Brent slowly charged the heavy-worlder.  The trooper stood still, not sure what to expect.  He swung his right fist with all that remained of his strength.
 
   The impact was pathetic.  The only thing he did was cover the trooper’s uniform with his blood.  Tossing a second punch with his left hand, Brent felt incredible pain as it impacted.  The trooper remained frozen as he watched in pity.  Brent struggled to draw breath.  He raised his right hand one final time.  He swung but didn’t have the strength to connect.  The fist fell short and his body followed.  Brent landed on the hard sand.  He didn’t even have the strength to turn his head.  When the final blow came, he wouldn’t be able to see it coming.
 
   “I surrender!” the heavy-worlder shouted.
 
   The sound was a distant and foggy thing.  Brent couldn’t be sure he had really heard it.  He felt fingers grip his midsection and roll him over.  The sky had no details; it was nothing but a massive wash of light.  A nebulous shadow obscured the light.  He tried to reach the shadow with his hand, but again his right arm was unmovable.  A faint sound lashed at his ear, too faint and muddied to make out clearly.  He could feel his right hand moving of its own accord.  He struggled to focus.  The arm wasn’t moving by itself; someone was holding it.  Familiar warmth coursed through his body.
 
   “Cassandra?” he asked the foggy surroundings.
 
   Brent could feel his torso being lifted; a gentle embrace answered his question.  He felt light headed.  He wasn’t sure if he was losing consciousness.  The image of Cassandra perched over his bed in Medical flashed before his eyes.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m not going anywhere,” he addressed the shadow.
 
   Little by little the shadow took shape.  The blurred lights behind it coalesced into a blue sky with white clouds.  The shadow gained form.  Brent could feel long strands of hair tickling his face in the gentle breeze.  Cassandra was holding him close.  SW troopers were standing close behind her.  Some had tears streaking down their faces.  He tried to move, but no response came from his body.  Brent forced his head to tilt slightly.  A few SW troopers took a step back, their faces pale.
 
   “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”  His voice was barely a whisper.
 
   “He’s not dead!” one of the troopers shrieked.
 
   “Hold on!  A medic is on the way!” a second called out.
 
   “Don’t tell them anything,” Brent whispered.
 
   The troopers cast confused gazes at him, some not understanding what he meant.  Others got his meaning but didn’t understand why.
 
   “Brent?” Cassandra asked, as she held him.
 
   “Don’t tell the medic anything.  Tell them you don’t know what happened.”  Brent put as much force into his weak voice as he could muster.
 
   “Sir?  Are you sure?” a trooper asked, from where he couldn’t see.
 
   “That’s an order.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17: Medical
 
   The medic had arrived and quickly rushed Brent to Medical.  He had been conscious for most of it, but it was hard to focus.  Images would flash before him, interspaced by broad sections of blurred motion.  As he regained focus, he found himself in a familiar bed in Medical.  Several devices were connected to him; some made rhythmic sounds while others diligently displayed their information in silence.  At his side was Cassandra.  She was hunched over his arm, sleeping.  With his free hand he parted the hair covering her face.  She had a look of contentment as she clung to his arm.
 
   “So you’re awake,” Dr. Benedict said in a low voice, trying not to disturb the girl.
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Early.  She was worried about you; we all were.  She’s been by your side through the night.”
 
   “How bad was it?”
 
   “A plethora of cuts, scrapes, and bruises – but surprisingly not one broken bone.  When I said you had a knack for recovering I think I made a grave understatement.  From the condition of the examination room, I can tell something major happened.  Maybe you can tell me what really happened.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb.  The entire division won’t say a peep.  It’s written all over their faces that they know more than they are saying, but no matter what, they refuse to say a thing.”
 
   “How long will it take me to recover?”
 
   “Dodging the issue.  You are a lot like Davis.”  The doctor let out a sigh.
 
   “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
 
   “Fine, fine.  Keep your little secret.  I can tell I’m not getting anything more out of you.  As for your recovery, you’re over the worst of it.  I’m reluctant to let you leave though.  It seems that each time I let you go; you just end up back here.  We’ve treated the serious wounds.  All that remains is for you to get your strength back.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “For treating you?  That’s my duty.”
 
   “For not asking any more questions.”
 
   The doctor paused for a moment before shrugging and leaving.  Brent sat in the subdued lighting of early morning.  He smiled to himself.  Cassandra had an almost childlike quality as she clung to his arm like a stuffed animal.  For some time he rested still in the bed, relaxing his eyes and mind.  The gentle stirring of the girl brought him out of his reverie.
 
   “Did you sleep well?” Brent asked soothingly as she awoke.
 
   “Brent?” she asked in a mild panic.  “When did you wake?”
 
   “A while ago.  You know, you are pretty cute when you sleep, clinging included.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Cassandra reddened.
 
   “You don’t need to apologize.”
 
   “Did I . . . cling to you the other night?”
 
   “You mean in the SW bunks?”
 
   She nodded sheepishly.
 
   “I think so; you were wrapped around me when I woke up.”
 
   She reddened deeply.
 
   “My only question is how you got out of your bunk.  If you had fallen out, it certainly would have awoken me.”
 
   She hid her face.
 
   “Cassandra?”
 
   “You were shaking in your sleep, tossing and turning.  I thought you were having a nightmare or something.  I felt your head to see if you had a temperature.  When I touched you, you seemed to calm down.  So I . . .” Cassandra couldn’t bring herself to finish.
 
   “Thank you for your concern.  Just between you and me, I didn’t really mind.”  Brent winked.
 
   “You’re horrible.”  Cassandra blushed a deep red as she gently socked his arm.
 
   The three tones rang out.  As soon as the final tone sounded, Weaver Davis rushed into the room.
 
   “Good, you’re awake,” Davis said as he entered.
 
   “Been waiting long?”  Brent asked.
 
   “Not overly.  I’ve got some questions for you.”
 
   “I’d be shocked if you didn’t.”
 
   “Did Valerie Murdock do this to you?”
 
   “The division leader didn’t do anything wrong,” Brent said calmly.
 
   “I see.”  Davis studied him suspiciously.  “You choose your words carefully.  What’s more, you really mean them.  As you can guess I’ve already talked with most of the division.  They are being unusually tight lipped about the whole thing, almost as if someone ordered them to keep quiet.”
 
   “Miss Murdock gave no such order,” Brent said in the same calm tone.
 
   “I’ve already gathered as much.  They can say whatever they like, but I can tell when they don’t mean it.  It’s very obvious when someone is lying.”
 
   “I’m not lying to you, Davis.”
 
   “You’re also not telling me the whole truth.”
 
   “Why are you so interested in finding the whole truth?”
 
   “How can you ask that?  You were almost killed.”
 
   “Dr. Benedict didn’t seem to be of that opinion.”
 
   “The SW’s medic officially pronounced you dead.  The one dispatched from Medical didn’t think you’d survive the trip back here.”
 
   Brent looked at Cassandra.  She nodded, confirming Davis’s statements.
 
   “Looks like the academy medical training could use some refinement,” Brent said.
 
   “This isn’t a joking matter,” Davis said, his gruff voice barely hiding his anger.  “Why are you protecting her?
 
   “I never said I was protecting anyone.  Why are you trying to place blame with her?”
 
   “She’s dangerous; if she could do it once, she’ll certainly do it again.  Next time the trooper might not be as lucky as you.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry.  Something like this won’t happen again.”  Brent smiled confidently.
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Call it a gut feeling.  You won’t need to worry about a repeat.”
 
   “I’m guessing it would be pointless for me to try and trick you into admitting she is responsible for your condition?”
 
   “If you have more important matters, I wouldn’t waste your time.”
 
   Davis shook his head disapprovingly.  He paused as he was about to leave.
 
   “You’ve got a visitor, if you’re up to it.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “Your executioner.”  Davis ducked out of the room.
 
   A minute or two later, a female figure hesitantly entered the room.  Her hands were nervously kneading the bottom edge of her shirt.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Cassandra asked, as she stood up.
 
   “It’s all right; Miss Murdock means me no harm.”  Brent pulled on Cassandra’s sleeve.
 
   “Why haven’t you told them what I did?”  Murdock’s voice was hollow and depressed.  “Are you planning on blackmailing me or something?  You could have me thrown out of the academy – or worse.” 
 
   “I don’t plan on doing anything like that.  I’m hoping it gets written up as a malfunction and forgotten.”
 
   “Why?” Murdock shouted in obvious confusion.
 
   “I have to admit that at first I had you figured wrong.  Thankfully, I was able to figure it out before any permanent damage was done.”
 
   “Permanent damage?” Cassandra shouted, more at Murdock than Brent.  “You almost died!” 
 
   “I didn’t mean for it to go this far.”  Murdock pleaded with Cassandra.
 
   “Liar! You wanted him dead!”
 
   “That’s enough, Cassandra.”  Brent patted her hand and smiled at her.  “Miss Murdock is telling the truth.  She never wanted anyone to die.”
 
   “How can you say that?” Cassandra asked as she sat.
 
   “Miss Murdock was simply.  Excuse me.  Is it okay if I call you Valerie?”
 
   Murdock nodded.
 
   “At first I thought of it like you do, Cassandra.  I thought she genuinely wanted me dead.  The truth is, Valerie was just protecting her division.”
 
   “How do you figure that?”  Cassandra raised an eyebrow skeptically.
 
   “I figure this whole thing was for Ronald’s benefit.  Things just spiraled out of hand.  Valerie clearly knew Ronald . . .”
 
   “He’s my older brother, but how’d you know?”
 
   “You and Tyra were the only ones who weren’t surprised by his duel.  Plus, he called you by your first name.  Even those in your division refer to you by last name only.  Since you are even closer to him than I thought, it makes sense the two of you would talk occasionally.  I’m sure you were well aware of Tyra’s difficulty with her division.  One that started in a grade higher than your own and is now at the very bottom.”
 
   “What does this have to do with her trying to kill you?”  Cassandra was obviously uncomfortable with the girl in the room.
 
   “I’m getting to that.  Valerie runs a very tight group, well trained and quite capable.  When one of the squads made a critical mistake, one that almost cost her the trial, Valerie’s mind recalled Tyra’s situation.  She was worried the same thing was starting to happen to her.  At first a tiny mistake here, and a small blunder there.  Before long they’d lose a trial or two.  That’s why she reacted so strongly.  She dismissed the entire squad, hoping to avoid Tyra’s fate.”
 
   “Wait a minute.  I’m not an expert, but from what I gather, Tyra’s division didn’t listen to her.  It wasn’t that they made mistakes, they just ignored her.”  Cassandra interrupted again.
 
   “True enough.  That’s why Valerie had her troopers attack us that first night.  She hoped that if she roughed us up a bit we’d know our place, we wouldn’t dare ignore her commands.  Unfortunately, it backfired.  Instead of us submitting, others rebelled against her.  In her mind she had no choice but to do something that would reinforce her command before she lost the division completely, hence the duels.  She planned to use me as an example, a lesson to the rest of the division that insubordination would not be tolerated.  The problem was, Valerie knew of my previous fights; she worried I’d be able to turn the tables on anything she threw at me.  So she went a bit overboard.”
 
   “Overboard?  You make it sound so simple.”
 
   “I doubt Valerie had a clue that in a heavy gravity situation the terrain itself was a deadly weapon,” Brent said, trying to calm Cassandra down.  “My opponent was clearly going easy on me.  The only problem was that a simple fall under those conditions was the equivalent of being slammed into a wall.  After I raised my right arm, I saw Valerie shake.  I thought it was in fear; it was actually in realization at what was really happening.  When she saw the blood dripping from my arm, she realized how seriously I was wounded.”
 
   “Is any of this true?”  Cassandra asked Valerie hostilely.
 
   The girl was still standing near the doorway.  Her face was covered by an expression of complete surprise and defeat.  She stared blankly at Brent.  Cassandra waved a hand in front of her eyes.  Valerie blinked and remembered where she was.
 
   “How did you know all that?” Valerie asked.
 
   “You mean he was right?” Cassandra nearly shouted.
 
   “Every detail.”  Valerie stared at Brent in disbelief.
 
   “I am unclear on one detail,” he ventured.
 
   “What’s that?” Valerie asked, still shaken.
 
   “It’s clear you admire your brother’s skill.  But how exactly did Tyra and I get involved?”
 
   “After I got rid of the failures, I approached Ronald.  I offered him a way out of the doomed division.  He turned me down.”  Valerie blushed faintly.  “Said he wouldn’t leave Tyra, that she needed him more than I did.  I finally convinced him that there was nothing he could do to save his division.  However, he would only agree to transfer if Tyra came with him.  Moreover, he said she wouldn’t be her old self unless she got her hands on you.”
 
   “Why Brent?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “Losing so soundly left her in a dark place,” Brent said thoughtfully.  “She must have seen me as the final nail in her career.”
 
   He sighed heavily.  He had only intended to win the challenge put ahead of him.  He had never intended to destroy the self-esteem of the enemy commander.
 
   “If you are willing, I’d like to start over,” he said with a smile.
 
   “You can’t be serious.”  Valerie wasn’t prepared to believe him.
 
   “Cassandra is the one who thinks I’m not supposed to like people who try to kill me.  I’m of the opinion I wouldn’t have many friends at all if that was the case.”  Brent laughed at his own joke.
 
   Valerie shot a confused glance at Cassandra.
 
   “Don’t look at me.”  She sighed warmly.  “There is something seriously wrong with him, but he never listens to me anyway.”
 
   “So you’re not going to tell anyone what I did?”  Valerie still wasn’t completely convinced.  “You’re not going to get even with me for causing you so much pain?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Would you do me one favor though?” Brent asked.
 
   “Anything,” Valerie said, expecting the worst. 
 
   “Would you make sure the trooper who tossed me around knows it wasn’t his fault, either?”
 
   A tear rolled down Valerie’s cheek as it finally set in.  Her shoulders dropped as the tension released her.  She nearly collapsed to the floor as a night’s worth of worry vanished.  Struggling to keep her composure, she nodded to him and quickly left.
 
   “You know something?”  Cassandra stared in wonder as the division leader rushed away.  “You really do think too much.  Not that that’s a bad thing.”
 
   When she turned around she found Brent standing next to her.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?  Get back in bed!”  Cassandra folded her arms.
 
   “Dr. Benedict said I could leave when I felt up to it, didn’t she?”
 
   “Dr. Benedict was here?”
 
   “That’s right, you were sleeping.  I’m fine, really.”
 
   “Would it matter if I told you to stay here?”
 
   “Of course it would.  I wouldn’t listen, but I’d feel really bad about it.”  Brent winked as he tried to duck past her.
 
   “Don’t think you can sweet talk your way out of everything.”  Cassandra easily blocked his path.  “I want you back in that bed.”
 
   “Are you really suggesting we spend more time in Medical?”
 
   “If you are hurt, of course.”
 
   “Do I look injured to you?”
 
   “Mental damage is hard to see.”
 
   “So I’m crazy, is that it?”
 
   “You just forgave someone who almost killed you!  I’d think that warrants some concern about your mental state.”
 
   “I seem to remember forgiving someone else who tried to kill me.  She was this really cute girl; bit of temper though.  Horrible fashion sense too.  Looked like an angry marshmallow all the time.”
 
   “Watch it.  You’re treading on thin ice as it is.”
 
   “Terribly jealous, too.  Always jumping to conclusions.” 
 
   “Now you’re just asking for it.”  Cassandra flushed.
 
   “Was silly of her too.  She should have known I was a one-marshmallow man.”
 
   “That’s it.  Get in the bed, now.”
 
   “You can’t be suggesting . . . we’re not even married!” Brent said, mimicking Cassandra’s voice.
 
   Cassandra tried to restrain a laugh, but it escaped.
 
   “I know, I know.  ‘There is something wrong with me.’  Ready to head out?”  Brent chuckled.
 
   “I give.”  Cassandra shrugged and raised her hands in defeat.  “Just don’t blame me when someone else tries to murder you and we end up right back here.  So, where we off to?”
 
   “Thought I’d give you a tour of our new home.  Can’t expect someone to guide you around all the time.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re an expert now?  Do I need to remind you that you haven’t been to that part of the station any longer then I have?”
 
   “True, but I’ve got a trick up my sleeve.”
 
   “This I gotta see.”
 
   Despite the fact Dr. Benedict had not said Brent had to stay exactly, he still felt it necessary to leave as quietly as possible.  The two managed to sneak out of Medical without anyone noticing.  He made sure they cleared plenty of distance from Medical before he took her to a doorway and gestured at the etching above it.  He whipped out his pad and held it up to a doorway illuminating the letters and numbers.
 
   “What’s that?” Cassandra asked in amazement.
 
   “It’s an address of some kind.  Every doorway has one.  I think it’s probably a left over from when the station was built.  The remains of some sort of blueprint.”
 
   “So this is how you always seem to know where you are going.”
 
   “The system isn’t as hard to understand as you’d think.  This first set of numbers means . . .”
 
   “Brent! Is that you?” a voice shouted, interrupting him.
 
   “Cain?  What are you doing here?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “I should be asking you that.  Shouldn’t you be in Medical, eating your meals through a tube?”
 
   “They let Brent out early for good behavior.”
 
   “What’s she talking about?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”  he shrugged.  “Where are you off to so early?”
 
   “You of all people should know the answer to that.  I just got my transfer approved.”
 
   “Ronald works fast.” Brent smiled.
 
   “Hold on a second.”  Cassandra sighed.  “Don’t tell me I still have to deal with him.”  “I thought I was finally free of him when we left the FF.”
 
   “Don’t be like that; you know you’d miss me.” Cain winked at Cassandra suggestively.  “As much as I enjoy bickering with you, we really shouldn’t be late.”
 
   “Late for what?” Brent asked.
 
   “The squad’s first assembly.  A guy who looked like he’d never smiled before in his life told me it would be bad if I was late.”  Cain imitated the serious face.
 
   “Ronald,” Brent and Cassandra said in unison.
 
   Cain burst into laughter.  Brent took the lead as he guided the others to the SW’s common room.  They arrived to a nearly empty room; the rest of the division was probably already listening to a monotone speech about something terribly boring to begin with.  In the far corner was a gathering of a few troopers, no doubt their new squad.  As they got closer, it was obvious Cain and Cassandra were recognizing faces.
 
   “Glad you could make it; I thought you’d be late for sure,” Ronald called out to Cain as he neared.  “Who’s that you got with you?” 
 
   “A couple fellow conspirators.”  Cain doubled his pace to close the distance.
 
   “Brent?”  Tyra gasped in surprise as she recognized him.
 
   “I’m fine; it looked worse than it was,” he said reassuringly.
 
   “Full of surprises, aren’t you?” Kindra smiled as she spoke.
 
   “Make sure you thank him Rhea; he’s the only reason you’re here,” Humphrey mumbled, with a trace of satisfaction in his voice.
 
   “I would have gotten here eventually.”  Rhea folded her arms.
 
   “Brent, why are there FF squad leaders here?” Cassandra whispered.
 
   “I’d like to know that as well.”  Tyra surveyed the troopers uneasily.  “Ronald assures me he made no mistakes.”
 
   Without warning, a trooper snuck up behind him and hung on Brent’s shoulder.
 
   “There must have been a mistake if she’s here.”  Hiroko stuck out her tongue as she leaned on Brent.
 
   “I never would have accepted the adoption if I’d known I’d be stuck with you.”  Erin glared at Hiroko.
 
   “Now play nice, you two,” Owen said quickly.  “Hiroko, would you mind not hanging on him like that?” Owen asked awkwardly.
 
   “Looks like Owen isn’t the only one upset by Hiroko, sir.  Your female friend looks like a ripe tomato about to explode.  No offence.”  Dante bowed politely to Cassandra.
 
   “Don’t forget, Liz.”  Marie chuckled as she nodded to the girl behind her.  “If she clings to my back any tighter she’ll tear off my uniform.”
 
   “Marie!” Liz shouted from her hiding position behind Marie.
 
   “Enough!” Ronald shouted over the banter.  “Would you mind explaining your choices?”
 
   “No need to worry,” Brent said.  “I didn’t let personal bias influence my decisions . . . too much.  Each of the troopers before you is incredibly talented and will be an asset to the squad.”
 
   “Even Erin?” Hiroko asked from his shoulder.
 
   “Even Erin,” Brent answered.
 
   “That’s all well and good, but there are quite a few squad leaders here,” Tyra sounded worried.  “I’m not exactly keen on the idea of being ignored again.”
 
   Brent started walking toward Rhea; Hiroko quickly leaped off him.  Freed, he moved easily and took a position by Rhea and cleared his throat.
 
   “Rhea Serena.  Aside from her experience as a squad leader, she is also a talented medic.  She desires accolades more than anything else.  She’ll follow any order you give her.  She is too concerned with her record to protest any formal order.”
 
   Rhea folded her arms and pouted but didn’t dispute Brent’s words.  He quickly left her and stood next to Humphrey.
 
   “Douglas Humphrey.  As he puts it, ‘authority is too much of a headache.’  Before he was promoted to squad leader he worked with artillery.  None was more accurate than he was – even at extreme ranges.  As long as you don’t call him by his first name, he’ll follow your orders without question.”
 
   Humphrey smiled proudly at Brent’s description.  Brent paused for a moment as he looked over the troopers assembled.
 
   “Greg decided to stay with Leonard, didn’t he?” he asked Ronald.
 
   “He and a couple of others rejected your offer.  They were happy where they were.  I’ve made some substitutions.”
 
   “I figured as much, but I thought I’d try to lure him away anyway.”  Brent stepped toward Kindra and stood next to her.  “Kindra Linwood.  You might not guess it at first glance, but she is practically a master of stealth.  I’d wager she could easily get the drop on any of the troopers in the rest of the SW.  She also is sick of command; she’d rather return to active duty than continue giving orders.”
 
   Kindra cast a startled look at Brent as he spoke.  Sanderson shifted uncomfortably, realizing he was next.  Brent took a step toward Tyra instead of Sanderson.
 
   “The same goes for the rest.  Each offers something invaluable to the squad.  None of them will pose a problem.  They might argue and joke around, but they’d never ignore your orders or disobey without good reason.  Now, Ronald, who did you get as substitutions?”  Brent turned to Ronald after reassuring Tyra.
 
   “Mostly troopers from the SW.  Those who rejected your offer were mainly talented in the areas of stealth.  So I took the liberty of recruiting some of the SW troopers to replace them.”
 
   “Mostly?” Tyra asked in surprise.
 
   “There were two exceptions.  I selected Mahoney to take the place of one of the heavy weapon experts who turned Brent down.”
 
   Tyra hung her head; apparently she was still going to have to deal with that munitions happy fiend.
 
   “And the other?” Brent asked.
 
   “Ah, there she is.  Better late than never I suppose.  Meet her for yourself.”  Ronald gestured toward the entrance to the common room.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18: The Gauntlet
 
   Brent turned to face the doorway.  A figure stood in the distance.  A cold fog enveloped Dante.  Their guest had to be a Weaver.  As the figure neared, it was apparently female.  Brent couldn’t believe his eyes.  The Weaver joining them was none other than the black widow herself, Angela.  She came to a stop a fair distance off; conflicting emotions twisted her face.  The assembled troopers tensed.
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Tyra whispered to Ronald.  “Don’t you remember what she tried to do?”
 
   “I also remember that Brent managed to handle her,” Ronald said aloud without fear.  “Whatever she did in the past, the facts remain the same.  She is a very powerful Weaver, one without a division.”
 
   “You mean they kicked her out?” Tyra asked, still whispering.
 
   “When her division leader learned of the attack in the mess hall, Angela was quickly dismissed.  No other division had yet claimed her.”
 
   Brent took a step away from the gathering toward the Weaver.
 
   “What happened to Jamie?” he shouted out to Angela.
 
   “He and Philip are gone,” she spoke without emotion.  “Washed out with a disciplinary hearing pending.  Satisfied?” 
 
   “Very.  But even you have to admit they were a pair of rotten eggs, even by Weaver standards.”
 
   “You looking to pick a fight?”
 
   “You’d honestly fight to defend them?”
 
   She paused as she thought about her answer.
 
   “No, definitely not.  They were swine.”
 
   “That makes one,” Brent said with a smile.
 
   “One what?”
 
   “One thing we both agree on.  Never thought you’d agree with someone like me, did you?”
 
   A look of surprise briefly flashed over her face.
 
   “The rumors I heard about you didn’t do you justice.”  She spoke with the hint of a sharp smile.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You are even stranger in person.”
 
   “You’re one to talk, spider lady,” Owen shouted.
 
   Angela quickly locked her gaze on Owen; tiny traces of anger hid beneath her composure.  Brent stepped to the side, breaking her gaze on Owen.
 
   “So you defend them?” Angela spoke with an unreadable expression.
 
   “They can take care of themselves.  Are you interested in a new home?”
 
   “I suppose this division will do, until people forget about the mistake we made.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.  I’m not asking if you want a rock to hide under until the storm passes.”
 
   “Are you insulting me?  I’m not some insect crawling along the dirt.”
 
   “You’re not understanding.”  Brent let out a sigh in frustration.  “I’m asking if you want to be one of us.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   Brent hung his head.  He quickly walked toward Angela; she took a step back and braced apprehensively.  He grabbed her hand and pulled her closer to the group.  He stood at her side and gestured to the squad.
 
   “Us.  If you want a home you are welcome; if not then you can just leave now.”
 
   The other troopers stiffened nervously.  Cassandra was feeling her neck.
 
   “Are you insane?” Angela demanded.  “Just look at them.  They’d rather you pushed me out an airlock.  Is this some sort of revenge, some sort of joke you’ve devised to get back at me?”  Her eyes locked on Brent, her brow wavering uncertainly.
 
   “I’m not big on revenge, and I didn’t say it would be easy, but the choice isn’t theirs.  This is just between you and me.”
 
   “Now wait a minute!”  Tyra interrupted.
 
   “I’m in charge of selecting the troopers, you agreed,” Brent said flatly.  “I pick, you lead.”
 
   Ronald walked between Tyra and Brent.
 
   “He is right; this is his privilege,” Ronald said as he eyed Brent carefully.  “I’m sorry for the dilemma I’ve caused.  However, will you always talk back to your squad leader like this?”
 
   “No, I plan to follow orders when given.”  Brent said reassuringly.  “Offer advice when asked.  I have no desire to take control of this squad, or undermine Tyra’s authority.  My only concern is assembling a group that has a chance of working together.” 
 
   The squad tensed as Ronald and Brent had their miniature showdown.  Silence fell over the gathered squad.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” a weak voice broke the silence.  “My name is Elizabeth, but everyone calls me Liz.”
 
   Slowly Brent and the rest of the squad turned.  Liz had left Marie’s back and was bowing politely like the tripod to Angela.
 
   “Brent is a very nice person,” Liz spoke, in a small shy voice.  “If he wants you to stay . . . then I’d like that as well.”
 
   “Even though I tried to destroy him?  I wasn’t pretending or playing nice.  I was going to kill him you know.”
 
   “You and the others just didn’t know him like we do.  Maybe if we got to know you better we could all get along.”
 
   Angela studied the shy girl in front of her incredulously.  Brent put a hand on Liz’s shoulder.
 
   “She has a point.  So what do you say?  Willing to let us get to know one another?” he asked.
 
   Angela surveyed the squad.  Her lips furrowed as she thought it over.
 
   “You’re really serious, aren’t you!” she asked.  “Are you sure you even want me?”
 
   “You clearly don’t know anything about the guy you tried to wipe out.”  Cassandra slowly pulled her hand away from her neck.  “He’ll forgive just about anyone for anything.”
 
   “Please?” Liz asked sincerely.
 
   “You are all crazy, you know that?  I must be too for even considering this. Fine, I’ll join.” Angela accepted reluctantly.
 
   “Well that’s enough drama for one morning.”  Cain let out a sigh of relief.  “Do we really have to go through this again when Brent meets the other troopers?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Did any of the others try to kill him?” Dante asked with a grin.
 
   “Not that I know of,” Ronald said flatly.
 
   “Where are our remaining troopers anyway?” Tyra asked Ronald.
 
   “Since they are technically still part of the rest of the division, they are currently in basic.  They should be joining us before long.”
 
   “How about you let me look over your substitutions?” Brent asked with a smile.  “Not that causing another scene doesn’t sound entertaining.”
 
   “What have I gotten myself into?” Angela muttered to herself.
 
   Ronald nodded to Brent and took a few steps away from the group.  Ronald took out his pad, and together they started discussing the other substitutes.  Cain took a position behind Angela and studied her.
 
   “Take a picture; it’ll last longer,” she said with distain.
 
   “What? Oh, that’s right.  You can sense me even when you can’t see me.”
 
   “Believe me, I wish I couldn’t.”
 
   “Ouch, my pride.”  Cain grabbed his chest as if he was having a heart attack.  “The pain.  I’ll never recover from such a mortal blow.”
 
   “You making fun of me?”
 
   “I’d think that would be obvious,” he said with a devious grin.
 
   “Play with fire and you’ll get burnt,” Angela hissed.
 
   “Oh, a temper!  I like that.  Makes it more fun that way.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Cassandra’s no fun to torment anymore.  She doesn’t even seem to notice when you make fun of her complexion.  You, on the other hand . . . am I ever going to have fun with you.”
 
   “Do you know what I could do to you?” Angela said as her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Did you really attack Brent?” Cain asked in a suddenly innocent tone.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I wasn’t there personally, so I’ve only heard it second hand.  Did you really stand up to him and try to kill him?”
 
   “You’ve already made up your mind.”  Angela rubbed her shoulder and looked at the floor.  “I can sense your feelings toward me, remember?”
 
   “You claim to know so much about feelings, and yet you are clueless.”
 
   Angela turned on him and closed to a hair’s breath from him.  He stood waiting with a large grin.  A confused expression filled her face – he should have been terrified.
 
   “The best part of feelings is that they can change in a heartbeat,” Cain said, without flinching.  “Sure, maybe I’ve got an idea of what kind of person you are, and it’s coloring my emotions.  That doesn’t mean those feelings are permanent.  Go ahead, try and change my opinion – with words of course.” 
 
   “Is this some kind of game to you?” Angela asked coldly.
 
   “Life itself is a game.  Just with harsher rules and no do-overs.”
 
   “So why press your luck?  I could break you like a twig, and, as you said, there are no do-overs.”
 
   “Where is the fun in avoiding danger?”  Cain grinned wildly.  “Be it my credits or my neck, I’m a gambling man through and through.  Call me crazy, but I’m putting my money on you.”
 
   “You’re crazy,” Cassandra interrupted, keeping a distance between herself and Angela.
 
   “And your opinion doesn’t matter,” Cain said with a smirk.  “Sunburn Sandra has always been a stick in the mud.  Brent sees something in you, something worth risking his neck for.  That’s good enough for me.  I’ve learned the hard way only a fool would bet against that man.”  He patted Angela on the shoulder.
 
   She looked at him with clear hatred, but he just blissfully smiled back.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve got a thing against being touched,” Cain said, as he patted her shoulder repeatedly.
 
   “You don’t even know how close you are to the razor’s edge.”
 
   “If you were going to attack me, you would have done it a while ago.”
 
   “Can you be sure of that?” Angela taunted.
 
   “I’m betting this whole thing hit you harder than you are willing to admit.  Knocked you off your high horse.”
 
   “You must be the most infuriating man I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting.”
 
   “Now that’s something to be proud of!”
 
   As Angela’s eye narrowed angrily, Dante pulled Cain back a step.
 
   “Cain was it?  Let’s play nice with our new friend,” he said, keeping his hand on Cain’s shoulder.
 
   “You’re probably not going to believe me, but this is playing nice for him.”  Cassandra spoke with obvious experience.
 
   “You are actually interesting,” Angela said to Dante.  “You’ve spent a lot of time around Weavers.”
 
   “You’d best remember that.  If you step out of line I’ll be there.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   “It’s a promise.”
 
   “Wow, I’ve got chills running down my spine!”  Marie slapped Dante’s back.  “You are one scary customer.”
 
   Dante stumbled forward a few steps from the force of Marie’s strike.  Cain burst into laughter.  Taken by surprise, Angela let out a single, high-pitched giggle.  Cain’s eyes widened; his laughter doubled in volume.  Angela stared at him angrily.  The others held back the urge to laugh along.  Tyra shook her head at the whole affair.  She joined Brent and Ronald.
 
   “Is this really a good idea?” she whispered to the two.  “They seem more like a comedy act than a group of well-trained troopers.  Nothing more than rank amateurs compared to the rest of the division,” Tyra said with a sigh.
 
   “You two worry too much; things are going to be fine,” Brent said.
 
   “Us two?  What’s Ronald worked up about?”
 
   “He just wants to make sure I know the chain of command.  You second is incredibly loyal.  Although, when he’s not worrying he actually comes up with some good ideas.  He’s got us an exam room all to ourselves.”
 
   “What good will that do us?” 
 
   “Brent has suggested that the two of us will feel better when we see the squad in action.”
 
   “I suppose anything is possible.”
 
   Tyra turned to address the squad to find it in complete chaos.  Dante was on the ground with Marie helping him up.  Liz was reprimanding Marie for being too forceful.  Cain was laughing at the scene while patting Angela’s shoulder over and over.  Angela was simmering.  Cassandra was introducing herself to Owen.  Hiroko was leaning with both hands on Owen’s shoulder like some kind of bird.  Rhea and Humphrey were arguing while Sanderson tried to calm them down.  Kindra was chuckling to herself as Sanderson’s efforts amounted to nothing.  Erin stood off to one side shaking her head in shame.  Doug was standing near Erin, completely uninterested in the rest of the squad.
 
   “All right.  That’s enough playtime for one morning.  Everyone front and center,” Tyra addressed her squad.
 
   Sanderson convinced his group to fall in.  He quickly took his place, reorganizing the rest as they sloppily got into line.  Dante gathered his group and assembled a second line behind Sanderson’s.  Brent took his proper place.  Shortly, the entire squad was assembled in two neat rows.  Only one trooper wasn’t in formation.  Doug remained standing in his original position.
 
   “Get a move on, Dougie,” Marie called out.
 
   Rhea broke into laughter.
 
   “I thought we were clear on the not using my first name issue,” Humphrey mumbled.
 
   “Not you.  Dougie, wake up!” Marie called out louder.
 
   With a start, Doug realized he was being called.  He quickly rushed to take his position in the formation.  As the squad quieted down, Tyra surveyed them.
 
   “I suppose I could do worse.”  Tyra spoke in a normal tone of voice.  “Ronald has got us an exam room.  We’ll now see exactly how well you all work together.  Brent seems proud of you all, so I’m going to be optimistic.” 
 
   Tyra headed toward the corridors, Ronald following closely behind.  The squad tried to stay in formation as they followed.  While they didn’t have the neat appearance of the other troopers in the single digit grades, Brent was content with the new squad.  When they got to the examination room, they found it vacant.  The interior was a massive empty white cube covered in a large, blue grid work.
 
   “Looks like someone forgot to select a location.”  Cain chuckled as he felt the smooth walls.  “Been a while since I’ve seen an unprepared exam room.”
 
   “I said I had procured an exam room.  I never said I set it up,” Ronald said apologetically.
 
   “This could actually be to our favor.  Brent, why don’t you pick the location for our first workout?” Tyra asked, as she gestured for the squad to leave the room.
 
   As they were leaving, Brent grabbed Ronald’s shoulder.
 
   “How exactly do I do that?” he whispered.
 
   “It’s similar to the historical reenactment center.  Just select the location you want on your pad.  It’ll walk you through the rest.  Maintenance might complain if you pick something too involved, but they’ll get everything in order for you.  The perks of our high grade.”
 
   As Ronald exited the white room, the doorways sealed behind him.  The squad was waiting nervously in the anteroom.
 
   “Where do you think he’ll pick?”  Marie nudged Dante.
 
   “Forget where.”  Doug eyed the doorway anxiously.  “My question is what are we going to be doing?”
 
   “Are we late?” a gentle voice called out to them from the corridor.
 
   “Miss Williams I presume,” Ronald said flatly.
 
   “Penny Williams reporting for reassignment,” she said formally as she saluted Tyra.  “I’m so glad you chose me.”
 
   “You’re giving credit to the wrong person,” Tyra said with a happy smile at the formal salute.  It had been a very long time since she had been shown such respect in her own division.  “Brent’s the one that picked you.”
 
   Penny stared at Tyra for a few moments in complete silence.  As she digested the information, a look of supreme rapture filled her.
 
   “I remember you,” Cassandra said as she took the girls hand and shook.  “Thanks for waking me up.”
 
   “The Weaver . . . Brent couldn’t bear to wake you.  He’s a lot kinder than I’ve heard.”
 
   Angela scoffed.
 
   “What exactly have you heard?” Cain asked, pressing solely to annoy Angela.
 
   “He’s a merciless commander,” Penny said.  “Half the SW sneaks out to see his matches in the war room.  I don’t think he’s lost a single battle.”
 
   “Not one,” a hushed male voice said.
 
   Owen jumped in surprise and spun to find a man in the SW uniform leaning against the wall behind him.  The rest of the group stared at him blankly, not one having noticed his entry.
 
   “Frank!” Penny half shouted.  “Stop making me look bad!”
 
   “We’re trained in stealth, not social banter,” he said indifferently.
 
   “Frank A. Springate?” Ronald asked.
 
   The man only nodded.  It was a graceful motion that hinted at supreme muscle control.
 
   “Looks like the gang is almost all here,” Dante said as he counted their number.
 
   “Here,” Mahoney said from the doorway.
 
   Tyra groaned.
 
   “Just in time!”  Cain beamed.  “Wouldn’t want the man that gave us the trial to show up late.”
 
   The trooper glanced at Cain but said nothing.  He walked up to Tyra, nodded informally and took a seat.
 
   “Too embarrassed to speak up?” Cain taunted.
 
   “Nope,” Mahoney replied.
 
   Cain glanced at the man with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Don’t bother,” Tyra said.  “Mahoney loves munitions, not to talk.  If you ever hear him utter more than a single word, it’s probably not Mahoney.”
 
   Frank smiled to himself.
 
   “You would be happy with that, Mr. Springate,” Penny said in a nagging voice.
 
   “So we’re getting a ammo expert from the SF, and two elite troopers from the SW,” Humphrey mumbled.  “I think our chances just got better.  We might do well, even with you where, Rhea.”
 
   “Does it matter?” Angela snapped.  “There is no way this squad could perform as well as the others in a division from the sixth grade.  You all lack their training and skill.”  Angela folded her arms, an annoyed look on her face.
 
   “Isn’t that cute,” Cain said mockingly.  “Our own little ray of sunshine!” 
 
   Angela turned on Cain, smoldering anger clearly visible on her face.  As she was about to verbally berate him, the doorway to the exam room hissed open.  Loud klaxon alarms were blaring.  Quickly, the squad filed back into the room.  It was now the interior of a drop ship.  Brent was already securing his chair’s restraints.  While the rest of the squad eyed Brent quizzically, Dante, Hiroko, and Owen made a mad dash for their chairs, and in a flash they were properly secured.
 
   The rest of the squad took their positions as they stared in amazement at the three already bracing in their chairs.  Suddenly the drop ship lurched to the side.  Cain, Angela, and Ronald were caught off balance and were flung toward the ceiling.  The others strained to hold onto their chairs, as their restraints were only half secured.  Cain and Ronald hit the floor first as Angela had grabbed hold of a support strut.  Ronald scrambled to a chair and quickly secured himself.  Cain shifted around on the floor until Angela fell from the ceiling.  He let out a slight moan of pain as he caught her.
 
   “Someone’s heavier than she looks,” Cain shouted, as he thrust Angela toward a free chair.
 
   Cain had barely gotten to his seat when the drop ship started a barrel roll.  Gravity spun along the walls, disorienting the troopers.
 
   “Please tell me we aren’t headed to another heavy gravity sand trap,” Owen shouted.
 
   Suddenly, the gravity crashed to the floor of the ship; its force was intense. 
 
   “Isn’t this a little extreme?” Tyra asked as she was pressed into her seat.
 
   The force of the gravity shifted toward the aft of the drop ship.  The troopers braced as the nose of the drop ship raised.  The loud scraping of metal rang out in the interior of the ship.  With an abrupt jolt, the ship came to a complete stop.  The hatches flung open, and a dull light filled the interior.  There were pulses of brighter light giving a slight strobe effect.  Brent was already out of his restraints charging for the nearest open hatch.  The rest of the squad quickly followed suit.  They were in a large deep canyon.  Flashes of light streaked across the sky.  Large explosions of flames erupted randomly above them along the tops of the walls of the canyon.
 
   “Where have we landed?” Tyra shouted over the weapons fire.
 
   “Welcome to Listrad!” Brent shouted back.  “We are at hour thirteen of operation ‘deep strike.’” He already had his rifle out and was scanning the terrain.
 
   Tyra shot a questioning glance at Ronald as the squad brought out their weapons.
 
   “Operation deep strike was one of the most massive, and final, offensives during the second period of the Great War.”  Ronald answered as he opened fire on something in the shadows at the far end of the canyon.  “Its goal was to push back the Great Divide.  It didn’t go well.”
 
   “Didn’t go well?  Why do I get the feeling he means we are about to be massacred?” Cain asked.
 
   “Forget that.  What is he firing on?” Marie asked, trembling.
 
   Liz and Penny started opening fire along with Sanderson.  Liz was sweating in sheets.
 
   “Be glad you’re not a sniper,” Penny said after a well placed shot.  “You don’t want a close look at these things . . . they just won’t go down!” Penny shouted with frustration.
 
   “Let’s get a defensive position!  I don’t like the looks of this!”  Tyra shouted.
 
   Cassandra had her shovel out and was digging into the hard soil, sending large lumps of dirt and rocks flying.  Humphrey and Dante pulled out their shovels and helped out.  Brent jumped over the mound they were creating and grabbed Angela, pulling her into the makeshift trench.
 
   “I’m going to ask you to do something for me,” Brent said as the weapon fire of the snipers flew above the trench.
 
   “What do you expect me to do?  I’ve tried, but I can’t sense anything from our opponents,” she said with a trace of annoyance.
 
   “Don’t bother.  There aren’t any emotions to sense from them.  I want you to reinforce the squad.”
 
   “Reinforce?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “I know Weaver training is mostly about attacking the weaknesses in your enemy, but I’ve got something else in mind.  I want you to weaken everyone’s fear.  Reinforce their bravery.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   “Right now they haven’t seen the enemy yet.  When they do, the squad might rout.  I want you to keep that from happening.”
 
   “I’ve never done anything like that before!”
 
   “Time to learn then.  I’m leaving this up to you.” 
 
   Brent jumped out of the trench and joined Tyra.
 
   “Your orders?” Brent asked while keeping his weapon trained on the far end of the canyon.
 
   “Given our surroundings, I’m guessing a lot of nasty is going to come down on us from that end of the canyon.  A trial by fire?”
 
   “The best weapons are forged by the heat of battle.”  Brent shrugged.  “You know what they say.  Iron sharpens iron.”
 
   “All right.  Get the troopers assembled in two rows, the best shots in the rear.  You said Humphrey’s a pro with artillery; get him back in the drop ship with Mahoney.  Lets see if they can rig up something with a larger punch.”
 
   Brent saluted and dashed off toward Marie.  He tapped forcefully on her shoulder and gestured toward the drop ship.  She started running toward it.  He kept behind the snipers as they continued to blast away at the darkness.  Humphrey was mumbling too quietly for Brent to make out as he reached him.
 
   “Humphrey, Mahoney back in the drop ship; Tyra’s orders.  The rest of you, two lines.  Best shots in the back.  Stay low.  Keep behind the mound!”  Brent pulled Humphrey with him.
 
   Humphrey mumbled to himself as they ran back into the drop ship.
 
   “What are we doing in here?”  Marie asked tensely.
 
   Mahoney watched the sniper fire with interest as he half listened.
 
   “Tyra wants something stronger than our rifles,” Brent said.  “I know your skill at field repair, Marie.  Help Humphrey salvage anything he can from the ship.”
 
   Mahoney smirked and pulled out some heavy ordinance from his pants pockets.
 
   “What about those things out there?” Marie asked in a trembling voice.
 
   “That’s command’s job,” Humphrey mumbled.  “They worries about them; we give Tyra some options.  Let’s get to work.”
 
   Marie nodded reluctantly.  Brent jumped out of the drop ship and took a position in the second row of troopers.  The enemy was starting to draw closer.  Orbs of light were starting to appear from deep within the shadows.  The snipers had kept them at bay for longer than he expected; they were even better than Brent had hoped.
 
   “Here they come!”  Hiroko shouted.
 
   “Not them again!”  Owen started firing on the first one to leave the shadows.
 
   A Slasher emerged from the shadows.  While it was more or less the same familiar tripod from the fifth exam, these looked cheaply constructed.  Brent pondered if their appearance was due to them being earlier models from the farer reaches of history or if the crude imitations were the best the academy could produce.  A dark red liquid covered the Slasher’s blades, making them glint in the moonlight as the tripod charged the troopers.  It shrugged off Owen’s weapon fire as it continued to advance.  The troopers started to fire wildly at the advancing hordes.
 
   “Not like that!” Dante shouted.  “Everyone focus on the same one.  These beasts take a lot to bring down.”
 
   Brent spied Angela out of the corner of his eye.  She was gripping her ears with a look of incredible focus scrawled over her face.  Not one trooper in the division panicked.  One by one, the troopers took down the advancing Shards.  The tripods didn’t even pause as their blades sliced through the bodies of their fallen companions.  The squad wasn’t going to be able to hold them off for long.  The mound of fallen Slashers inched closer by the minute.
 
   “Am I the only one noticing that we’re not winning here?” Cain asked between weapon bursts.
 
   “The entire operation was a failure.”  Ronald spoke as he took aim.  “We pushed, but the great enemy pushed back harder.  The entire attacking force was wiped out.”
 
   A large pulse of energy launched out of Ronald’s sniper rifle, colliding against the three-pronged limb of a Slasher.  The damaged Slasher slid along the ground, tripping four others.
 
   “So, if we are doomed from the start, why are we even here?”  Cain clenched his fist in victory, as the four tripped Slashers didn’t stand up.
 
   “The best troopers humanity had to offer managed to hold this position for twenty-three minutes before they were overrun,” Hiroko shouted as another Slasher fell.  “The elite of the elite held back the endless hordes while the field hospital at the other end of this canyon was evacuated.  Twenty women and men gave their lives to save over a thousand injured and wounded.  If we can hold it for that long we’d be the equals to the best of the best.  Far better than any grade in the academy could ever dream.” 
 
   “Sounds great.  How long have we been at it?” Owen asked.
 
   “Six and a half minutes,” Brent shouted.
 
   “We’re screwed,” Kindra said.
 
   Cain pulled out his pad and started tapping away at it.
 
   “That’s sixteen more minutes, genius.”  Cassandra reprimanded Cain.  “Do you really need your pad to do such basic math?”
 
   Cain stuck out his tongue as he put his pad back.  Despite their best efforts, the Shards were getting closer and closer.  They wouldn’t be able to hold out for half the time they needed.
 
   “Focus your fire on their middle leg!  The non-bladed one!”  Tyra shouted out her order.
 
   Without hesitation the troopers shifted from the torso of the tripod to its rear leg.  In half the time they had cut through it.  The tripod flailed as it fell to the ground.  Its mighty blades sliced through nearby Slashers as they tried to continue their charge over the damaged tripod.  The squad quickly started attacking another tripod, forcing it down to the ground, thrashing like the first.
 
   “Now we’ve making some progress,” Erin shouted excitedly.
 
   The squad had reduced the amount of time it took them to bring down the Slashers, but it wasn’t enough.  They slowed the advance of the Shards, but they were still growing slowly closer.
 
   “Sixteen minutes!  Seven more to go!”  Tyra shouted.
 
   The Shards were almost upon them.  The front edge of the horde started lunging toward the defensive line.  One leaped over a collapsing tripod, avoiding its deadly thrashing.  It landed almost on top of Cassandra.  It raised its glinting blade, blood draining down its length.  Brent jumped over the troopers and struck at the pulsing orb in the center of the tripod’s torso with the butt of his rifle.  He struck with so much force the rifle shattered.  The tripod fell backwards, impaled by a second.  A second tripod lunged at Brent.  He raised the remains of his rifle as a pathetic shield.  As the Slasher swung down on him, a large object collided with the tripod, sending it flying back into the mass of Slashers.  As Brent blinked, he realized the projectile had been one of the chairs from the drop ship.  Turning, he found Humphrey whooping in victory behind a crude cannon, Marie already loading another chair into it.
 
   “Tyra!  Hold them back! Cassandra give me a hand!” Brent shouted as an idea hit him.
 
   Brent grabbed the corpse of a Slasher and started dragging it back to Humphrey.  It was impossibly heavy, and he could barely move it.  Cassandra grabbed the battered sphere at the center and helped drag it along.  She moved it with such speed that Brent just let go, as he was hindering more than helping.  He ran back into the drop ship and exchanged the broken remains of his rifle for a new one.
 
   “What are we supposed to do with this thing?” Cassandra shouted as Humphrey launched another chair.
 
   “Never mind that, go grab another one!”  Brent started blasting the connecting joint between one of the blades and the torso.
 
   Marie dropped the chair she was lugging and took a welder to the joint.  Together the two carved off the blade and gingerly loaded it into Humphrey’s launcher.  Mahoney kissed a grenade as he dropped it into a chamber behind the loaded blade.
 
   “I was going to call it the chair cannon,” Humphrey mumbled jokingly.  “So much for that idea.”
 
   “Everyone hit the ground!” Marie shouted before she started on the second blade.
 
   The squad fell to a prone position, not holding their fire for an instant.  Humphrey lined up his target and hit the switch on the improvised cannon.  Mahoney’s grenade exploded in the now sealed chamber, channeling the explosive force forward and launching the Slasher blade with tremendous power.  It carved a long line down the center of the advancing horde.  The struck tripods slid cleanly into two parts.
 
   “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Humphrey mumbled excitedly.
 
   Cassandra dropped off another tripod corpse and quickly ran back to fetch another.  Marie and Brent loaded another blade and got to work on the next fallen tripod.
 
   Between Humphrey’s cannon slicing the tripods and the rest of the squad disabling the survivors, they managed to force the advancing horde back a ways.
 
   “Twenty minutes!  Keep it up!  We’ve got to hold them back for another three minutes!”  Tyra shouted.
 
   The ground started to shake; a deep guttural roar could be heard in the distance.  Surprisingly, it didn’t come from the direction of the Slashers.  Brent shot a glance behind them; a large trail of blistering fire was etching a path through the heavens.
 
   “They are evacuating the field hospital!”  Brent yelled as the ball of fire escaped the atmosphere.
 
   The number of Slashers pouring into the canyon was growing larger; they didn’t like the idea of losing.  Even with Humphrey’s new weapon, the Slashers were closing in fast.  Every thirty seconds another guttural roar let the squad know another hospital ship had escaped.  Brent worked feverishly to keep Humphrey supplied with ammo.  He couldn’t help but be amazed at how many grenades Mahoney had on his person.  As another guttural roar echoed through the canyon, he realized he had lost count of the hospital ships.
 
   Massive mounds of dead Slashers formed huge walls almost as tall as the canyon itself.  Like a massive flood, the Slashers continued to pour down on the troopers.  As another roar sounded through the canyon, a Slasher dodged one of Humphrey’s attacks.  The defensive line of troopers was taken by surprise as it dived under the deadly spinning blade.  They opened fire on the tripod, but it was too late.  The Slasher began its dance of death striking out at the troopers.  As the tripod’s blade was about to rip into Dante’s chest it grinded to a halt, as if all life had been drained from it in a single moment.  The rest of the active Slashers all fell to a dead halt along with it.  Cain stood up and scratched his head.
 
   “Did we lose?” Cain asked.
 
   Rhea started laughing and twisted Cain around.  Together the entire squad watched as a brilliant steak of flame burnt its path to safety.
 
   “We might have lost the battle, but they made it out.”  Rhea patted Cain’s shoulder.  “I think that counts as a victory.”
 
   “Did anyone count how many ships got away?  I hate to admit it, but I lost count.”  Sanderson massaged his aching trigger finger.
 
   Cain quickly pulled out his pad.  After reading it for a moment, he started cheering wildly and dancing poorly.
 
   “Someone’s happy,” Angela said exhaustedly.
 
   “We did it!  I can’t believe it!”  Cain ruffled Angela’s hair.
 
   Instead of anger, Angela’s face took on a look of supreme satisfaction.
 
   “Well?  How long did we last?”  Erin asked.
 
   Without answering, Cain started running back to the drop ship.  As he disappeared inside, a tremendous roar erupted from the hatches.  It was the sound of thousands of troopers cheering.  The squad hesitantly followed Cain into the drop ship.  Cain had opened the door leading back to the anteroom outside the examination room.  Waiting for them were countless troopers whooping and hollering.  They filled the anteroom to capacity and spilled out into the corridors.  As far as could be seen were celebrating troopers.
 
   “Okay, what did you do?” Cassandra asked Cain.
 
   “You thought I was figuring out how long we had to go.”  He grinned victoriously.  “I was really sending a message to every bookie on the station.  I doubt there was a single trooper who missed our performance.”
 
   Brent moved to Angela’s side, noticing her content expression.
 
   “Feels good to work with people rather than against them, doesn’t it?” he whispered.
 
   “I think I can see why you defend them so strongly,” she said with obvious satisfaction as she surveyed the squad.  “Even the annoying ones have their . . . good traits.”
 
   As Cain left the examination room, a break in the troopers formed.  Cain was living up the moment, blowing kisses to the female troopers, and flexing his muscles to the male ones.  The squad followed after him, mostly embarrassed beyond words at his behavior.  As they left the anteroom they found the corridors crammed with troopers.  Cain was right; it looked like the entire academy was here.  A large swath of black and red troopers stood in neat rows to their right.  Cain quickly led the squad to their division.
 
   “I see you deserve your reputation,” Valerie said in congratulations.  “Nine ships escaped; a new record.  You all lasted twenty-four minutes and thirty-seven seconds.  That’s forty-nine seconds longer than anyone in the entire Commonwealth has ever lasted in that situation.  Nice work, Brent.”
 
   Tyra’s shoulders sank a little, despite her attempts to conceal the motion.
 
   “I thank you for the compliments, but you’ve got the wrong person.”  Brent pushed Tyra to the front of the squad.  “Tyra is the one to be praised; her leadership got us through that.”
 
   The gathered troopers all let out a massive cheer.  Tyra was overwhelmed and started to fall to the ground.  Ronald quickly rushed to her side and steadied her.  She turned to face Brent.  Her mouth moved, but she couldn’t form words.
 
   “You were the one who told us to focus on their third limb,” he said proudly.  “You were the one who told Humphrey to make his weapon.  Without you we wouldn’t have lasted half as long as we did,” Brent said with a smile.
 
   He took a step back and gracefully bowed to Tyra like the tripods.  Marie, Liz, and Doug quickly followed suit.  The rest of the squad saluted.  Even Angela proudly saluted, probably for the first time in her life.  Most of the gathered troopers mirrored Brent’s bow; the rest saluted.  With a single graceful movement, the SW division saluted in unison.  A tear rolled down Tyra’s cheek as she struggled to keep her composure.
 
   “That’s more than enough seriousness,” Cain shouted as he ended his salute.  “Let’s party!”
 
   The troopers cheered in agreement and quickly ushered the entire division down the hallways.
 
   “Where are they taking us?” Angela asked, rubbing her temples.
 
   “The observation deck would be my guess; the only place to house a party this big.”  Cain cackled.
 
   As the huge mass of troopers made their way down the corridors, a single man in gray headed in the opposite direction.  This was something the Administer would definitely want to know about as soon as possible.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Of all people.  I can’t believe he’d protect a Murdock,” Jack said bitterly.
 
   “You still upset about that?  Isn’t this a good thing?  Isn’t our goal to protect the Commonwealth?”
 
   “You make it sound like I’m over-reacting!  Our goal is to train him, not eliminate him.  She tried to kill him, Nathan!”
 
   “Just like the Weavers did.  And the assassin.  I hate to say it, but I think the boy is getting used to that sort of thing.”
 
   “But a Murdock?  Does the boy even know what he’s getting into?”
 
   “You should hear yourself.”  Nathan chuckled to himself.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “You sound like a father who doesn’t approve of his daughter’s choice in boyfriends.”
 
   “Nathan!”
 
   “Oh relax, you know I’m just having fun.  I don’t know why you are getting so worked up about this.  He survived, didn’t he?”
 
   “Barely.”
 
   “And he assured you it wouldn’t happen again?”
 
   “Yes, but he doesn’t know the Murdocks like I do.  If she is after him, this will only be the tip of the spear.”
 
   “And if you are wrong, you are getting worked up over nothing.  I took the liberty of talking to Miss Murdock myself short after the incident, and I’m convinced she isn’t the stone cold killer you seem to think she is.  She was practically in tears when I first told her the boy would make a full recovery.”
 
   “Probably upset her plan failed.”
 
   “I might not be a Weaver, but even I can tell that wasn’t the case.  Maybe she did try to kill Brent, but he forgave her.  Can’t you at least give her the benefit of the doubt?”
 
   “I suppose you are right.  It’s just that . . .”
 
   “Weaver Davis!”  A man in gray burst into the room panting.
 
   “Report.”
 
   “Brent passed . . . classes abandoned . . . bookies transmitting.”  The man panted more than spoke.
 
   “Slow down man,” Nathan said calmingly.  “Take a breath.  Relax and tell us slowly.”
 
   The man in gray bent over and panted heavily until he caught his breath.
 
   “The instructors are in a panic.  Every trooper got up and left training.”
 
   “What possessed them to do that?” Nathan asked.  He knew he should have been shocked, but somehow he was starting to expect the worst.
 
   “The bookies sent a message to everyone.  Brent ran the Gauntlet.”
 
   “The what?” Nathan asked.
 
   “How did he do?” Jack interrupted.
 
   “Beat the record, plus forty-nine.  The bookies are transmitting the whole thing to central.”
 
   “See if you can slow them down.  Dismissed.”
 
   The man in gray saluted and quickly ran out of the room.
 
   “Back up.  The what?” Nathan asked again.
 
   “Hour thirteen of operation ‘deep strike,’” Jack said, deep in thought.
 
   “I still don’t follow.”
 
   “You were on a core world while working on Lazarus and don’t know about the Gauntlet?” Jack asked incredulously.  “It’s one of the biggest events of the year!”
 
   “You mean that horrible canyon thing?  I watched it my first year.  Horribly gruesome thing.  Every year the younger scientists would get all worked up about it.  I never saw the appeal.”
 
   “That ‘horrible canyon thing,’ as you call it, is one of the proudest moments in our history.  Every year we celebrate the supreme sacrifice of those brave women and men.  The feed is sent throughout the entire Commonwealth.  Everyone pays tribute to the ones who lost their lives during the Great War.”
 
   “So it’s important.  That explains why the troopers decided to leave their training.  Although, the instructors are still going to blame me.  I’m the popular whipping boy around here it seems.  But what’s all this got to do with Brent?”
 
   “There’s more to it than just a tribute to the fallen.  Every year the best commanders in the military run the scenario to prove their mettle.  Think of it as a right of passage.  Most don’t last as long as our ancestors did, but every once in a while a truly great commander comes along who manages to match the original time.  Over time, it wasn’t enough to just run the scenario; commanders started to get competitive.”
 
   “Typical.  But don’t we have a few more months until their ‘right of passage’?”
 
   “Certainly, but that’s not the issue.  Long before either of us was born, a brilliant commander managed to last longer than the original run.  She set a new, all time record.  Ever since she broke the old record, it’s tradition to record every attempt, no matter when or who is running the scenario.  Brent managed to beat the last great commander’s time.  That score had held for the last four hundred years.”
 
   “Four hundred years!  Wait, recorded?  Does that mean . . .”
 
   “The entire Commonwealth is about to know about Brent.  It’s likely he and the rest of the squad are about to become instant celebrities in the military.  The Lazarus commission isn’t going to like this one bit.”
 
   “Forget the commission!  The ITU is going to know exactly where Brent is!”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about that.  The ITU isn’t interested in Brent.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “The ITU is everywhere, even sectors that don’t have an academy.  I checked with some of my friends higher up in the military.  The ITU claims it is just a promotional stunt.”
 
   “A stunt?”
 
   “Apparently they are unveiling some new product or service.  Their liaisons have been tight lipped about the exact details, but they say the ships are part of the unveiling ceremony.”
 
   “A likely story.”
 
   “The fact they are so insistent is making everyone suspicious.  I told them about your friend’s findings.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “It worried them, that’s for sure.  They are looking into the matter, but I wouldn’t hold your breath.”
 
   “The boundless efficiency of the military.  Wonderful.  I wonder what the ITU is really up to . . .”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry too much.  After all they are just businessmen, not soldiers.”
 
   “I suppose, but what if . . .”
 
   “Administer Bloom!” a shrill voice clawed at their ears.
 
   Nathan’s head dropped, and he let out a low sigh.
 
   “Miss Fields, what do you want?”
 
   “Don’t you ‘Miss Fields’ me!  I’ve been searching the entire academy looking for you!”
 
   “Let me guess.  The instructors want my head on a pike?”
 
   “Your office is filled with irate instructors clamoring for you.”
 
   “Poor thing, couldn’t read with all the racket?”
 
   “Not a word, and this week’s . . . that’s not the point!”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m aware of the situation and plan on taking a decisive course of action.”
 
   “Hiding out with your drinking buddy isn’t exactly what I’d call decisive,” she said in her shrillI voice as she eyed Jack in contempt.  “There is one other thing.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Governor Lucchesi has been demanding to speak with you again.  He has been quite insistent.  I’m going to take my break early.  If you need anything, please hesitate to ask.”
 
   Nathan’s secretary left the room in a huff, no doubt running off to rat out the Administer’s current location to the waiting mob of instructors in his office.
 
   “Drinking buddy?” Jack asked with a grin.  “Just who does she think I am?”
 
   “You are a friend of mine; it’s hate through association.  Although, inadvertently she can be useful.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Governor Lucchesi.  I knew I’d heard the name before.  Poor girl.”
 
   “Tyra’s father is a Governor?” Jack asked in mild surprise.  The military and political wings of the Commonwealth rarely commingled.
 
   “Not just any Governor, he’s in charge of this very region.  This is perfect!”
 
   “Okay, now it’s my turn to play the dunce.  What are you getting at?”
 
   “Governor Lucchesi has never been supportive of his only daughter’s decision to join the military.  He constantly pesters me, practically begging me to find some way to send her home.  He’s even tried to bribe me a couple of times.”
 
   “An over protective father with political power.  How does that help us?”
 
   “We need a place to hide Brent until this business with the ITU and that horrible canyon thing blows over.  Where better than with a Governor whose region is free of any ITU influence?”
 
   “I thought the ITU had a hand in everything.”
 
   “Normally yes, but this region is downright worthless.  The academy was put here in the first place as a way to bolster the local economy before it collapsed completely.  About the only thing of any value is an unmanned mining platform on one of the smaller worlds in a nearby solar system, and that thing is an unclaimed wreck.”
 
   “I don’t know if this is a good idea . . .”
 
   “Well, you can think about it at the party.”
 
   “Party?  What party?”
 
   “The ones the troopers are having in the observation deck.  Only place a crowd that large could fit.”
 
   “How do you know there’s a party?”
 
   “I know my troopers.  There is no way they are going back to training.  Plus, we need to get out of here.  My secretary has no doubt told the instructors where I am by now; they are probably on their way here right now.”
 
   “Charming woman.”  Jack let out a laugh.
 
   “I’ve seen vipers with a gentler bite.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19: The Calm
 
   The observation room was near full capacity.  Troopers were celebrating in every fashion they could think of.  Humphrey and Cain were holding an impromptu contest to see who could dance the worst.  Rhea was the only judge, and she cast her vote as a long unending flow of laughter.  Tyra and Ronald were in the lounge, Tyra still overwhelmed by the whole thing.  The rest of the squad mingled with the massive crowd.  Save for Mr. Springate who leaned against an out of the way wall and watched silently.  Brent had taken a table in the lounge where he could keep an eye on Tyra.
 
   “You had this planned, didn’t you?” Cassandra asked as she took a seat across from him.
 
   “You give me too much credit,” Brent said.  “I knew we had potential, but I never imagined this.  Plus, you can blame Cain for letting the word out.”
 
   “He certainly is a unique person, sir,” Dante said, taking the free seat next to Brent.  “He acts like an idiot, but it’s clear he is more knowledgeable than he lets on.” 
 
   “I’d agree with the unique part, but knowledgeable?”  Cassandra let out a laugh.  “All he knows is how to work a crowd to make a few credits.”
 
   “I haven’t had the pleasure.  What was your name again?”
 
   “I’m the ripe tomato about to explode, remember?”  She huffed in irritation.
 
   “I see.  So am I right to assume she is your girlfriend, sir?”
 
   Cassandra flashed red and started coughing.
 
   “That’s none of your business!” she shouted.  “Keep your assumptions to yourself!”
 
   “Would you keep it down; this party is loud enough as it is.”  Angela slumped into the free seat next to Cassandra.
 
   Angela was covering her ears with an expression of slight pain on her face.  Cassandra stiffened uneasily.
 
   “You all right?” Brent asked, keeping his voice low.
 
   “How can you ask that?  Isn’t this killing you?  So many emotions all at once . . .”
 
   He nudged Dante to stand.  Cassandra almost bolted to take his old seat.  When Brent shrugged, Dante took Cassandra’s old seat next to Angela.  Angela watched in confusion.
 
   “Dante, would you do me a favor?” Brent asked.
 
   “What do you need, sir?”
 
   “Would you mind covering her ears and doing that foggy thing you do?”
 
   Dante stared hard at him.  His face slowly turned into a smile as he realized Brent’s intention.
 
   “Would you mind removing your hands for just a moment?”  Dante asked Angela.
 
   Angela exchanged concerned glances at the troopers at the table.  Hesitantly, she removed her hands, wincing in pain.  Dante covered her ears.  As he covered them, a cold fog enshrouded his emotions.  Angela’s eyes widened.
 
   “What are you up to?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “Just helping her relax,” He said with a smile.
 
   Angela’s hands wrapped around his, a look of surprise and contentment on her face.
 
   “Better?” Dante asked the Weaver.
 
   “How are you doing that?”
 
   “That’s a secret.”  He winked at her.  “I apologize for calling you a tomato.  I didn’t mean to offend you.”
 
   “Ripe tomato,” Cassandra corrected.  “I’m just giving you a hard time.  Cain’s called me infinitely worse names in the past.  It doesn’t bother me anymore.”
 
   “Would you look at that, a quartet of love birds,” Erin said as she leaned between Brent and Cassandra.
 
   Angela’s eyes were closed as she rested in Dante’s hands, completely ignoring Erin.  Cassandra pretended to ignore her as well.
 
   “Jealous?” Brent asked with a wink.
 
   “Need I remind you that you asked me to do this, sir?” Dante said defensively.  “No offense, Angela.”
 
   Angela didn’t stir from her reverie.  Erin let out a loud laugh and returned to the party.  Abruptly, a sweaty Cain drug a chair to the table edge, creating a loud grating sound.
 
   “I’m beat,” Cain said as he wiped his brow.  “That Humphrey sure is a lousy dancer.”
 
   “You’re one to talk.”  Cassandra rolled her eyes.
 
   “What’s up with them?” Cain asked, gesturing to Angela who was snuggled up to Dante.
 
   “I’m helping her enjoy the party; she needed a rest,” he said.
 
   “Really?  You’ll have to teach me that trick someday.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ve got plenty of tricks up your sleeve already,” Dante said in a frosty tone.
 
   “Could always use one more.”  Cain chuckled to himself.  “Who knows?  Might be fun to do something other than irritate her once in a while.”
 
   “Good luck with that.”  Cassandra snickered.  “I doubt anyone could teach you how not to be annoying.”
 
   “Now you’ve got to help me.  She’s thrown down the challenge now.”
 
   “Challenge?” Dante asked, surprised.
 
   “Of course.  What’s the wager?” Cain asked Cassandra.
 
   “Normally I can’t stand your nonsense, but this time I’ll play long.  If he can teach you to be a decent person, I’ll pay for your meals for a week.”
 
   “Need something a little more definite than ‘decent person.’”
 
   “Fine.  One whole day of not pissing off Angela.”
 
   “You’ve got yourself a deal!”
 
   Cain and Cassandra shook hands.
 
   “What just happened, sir?” Dante asked, confused.
 
   “You’ve just agreed to be Cain’s etiquette teacher,” Brent answered with a chuckle.
 
   Cain immediately started studying Dante’s behavior, even going so far as taking notes on his pad.  The party went on for hours.  The only indications of time were the two short breaks when the troopers rested to eat their lunch and dinner meals that the bookies smuggled in, for a small markup of course.  Brent tried to remain along the sidelines as much as possible.  The praise of the troopers was overbearing.  He hadn’t selected the scenario for fame or glory, just to get the squad to work as a team.  Ronald was faced with the impossible task of keeping Tyra calm as they were bombarded with a constant deluge of troopers asking for autographs and to shake her hand.  After being on the losing side for so long, Tyra wasn’t sure how to take it all.
 
   A couple of times an instructor or two had tried to break up the party.  However, once they found out why the troopers were celebrating, they joined the party themselves.  The accomplishment of Tyra’s squad would thrust the academy into the attention of the Commonwealth.  That meant better recruits, increased funding, and a whole host of other benefits the instructors had been dreaming about.
 
   As evening descended, the party started to thin out.  As early as proper, Ronald escorted Tyra back to her quarters.  Angela had left hours before; being scrutinized by Cain had irritated her to the point she didn’t want to be on the same side of the station he was.  Reluctantly, Dante had been tutoring Cain ever since.  Cain was determined to win his bet.  Cassandra had disappeared not long after Cain started taking notes.
 
   Brent would catch a glimpse of her every now and then, chatting with old friends from the FF and the like.  He had even spotted her dancing alongside Hiroko and a few other girls at one point.  Her face was a deep red, but she seemed to be enjoying herself regardless.  As the last few troopers were leaving, Brent stood up and stretched.  He had spent the last hour of the party hiding in the corner of the observation room proper with Mr. Springate.
 
   Although, Brent couldn’t be sure if Mr. Springate was hiding from the attention, or just a quiet stealthy man in general.  They were showing replays of the squad’s performance in the canyon.  Frank had spotted several areas in which the squad could use some work.  With the observation room deserted, save for a handful of men in the gray uniform of maintenance cleaning up the leftover mess, Brent felt it was safe to return to his bunk.
 
   It wasn’t likely he’d be mobbed this late.  As he made his way to the exit, he made sure to greet the maintenance workers.  Just because their job was menial didn’t mean they didn’t deserve to be treated with respect.  As the doorway opened for him, he spotted a form resting against the wall of the hallway.  As he inspected the passed out trooper, he realized it was Cassandra.  She didn’t have the reek of an intoxicated trooper, but why else would anyone sleep out in the hallway?  Shaking her gently didn’t wake her.
 
   Checking the hallways, Brent confirmed they were all alone.  He couldn’t very well leave her out in the hallway all night.  Straining, he tried to lift Cassandra to her feet.  She was considerably heavier than he had thought she’d be.  As he steadied her, he wondered if it had something to do with her coming from a heavy gravity world.  Carefully, Brent let her fall on his back.  Leaning forward and grabbing her legs, he managed to carry her off toward the SW’s common room piggyback style.  She was heavy, and his progress was slow, but he was making clear progress.  Suddenly, he felt her hands wrap around his midsection.
 
   “Am I a burden to you?” Cassandra asked drowsily.
 
   “That’s what my back is telling me.”
 
   “Meanie.  You’re not supposed to make fun of a lady’s weight.”
 
   “Don’t blame me; my back’s the one with a big mouth.”
 
   Cassandra’s voice was low and a bit slurred.  Brent couldn’t be sure if she was really awake or not.  When she didn’t respond, he assumed she had fallen back asleep.  The trip was a long one, but they eventually made it back.  The common room was completely empty.  He had no idea what time it was, but given the vacant state of the room, it had be very late or very early.  As he made his way down the rows of bunks in their alcoves, he watched the other troopers, already fast asleep in their bunks.  Every bunk was taken.  Of course, their bunks would be the last ones.  With Brent lifting such a weight, it would have been too easy to have a bunk near the archway.  Finally, he reached the last two bunks.  As he was about to lower Cassandra, her hands tightened again.
 
   “Am I a burden to you?” she asked again.
 
   “Didn’t you ask that before?”
 
   “You didn’t answer.”
 
   “Well, I’ve carried lighter things, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   “I don’t mean it like that.  Does it bother you when people see us together?”
 
   “Is this about what Dante said?”
 
   Her arms tightened around him.
 
   “So that’s why you were avoiding me at the party.”
 
   Brent sat on the edge of the bunk, dumping her off his back.  As he stretched, he felt her tug his arm.  He struggled to maintain his balance as she pulled him closer.  In the darkness it was hard to make out details, but he could tell they were face to face.
 
   “Answer me.”  Despite the force in her voice, he could feel her hand trembling.
 
   “Dummy.  Only you would get so worked up over nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?  So I am a burden to you.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “But . . .”
 
   Brent put his finger to her mouth to quiet her.
 
   “You are not a burden to me.  You are my friend, and I cherish every moment we spend together.  Don’t let Dante whip you up into a frenzy so easily.”
 
   “Your friend?  Is that all?”  The disappointment was apparent in her voice.
 
   “There you go, jumping to conclusions.  I’ve already told you this once.  Try listening this time.”
 
   “Told me what?”
 
   “I’m a one marshmallow man.”
 
   “Meanie.”
 
   “Dummy.”
 
   She pulled him close and embraced him tightly.  He could feel the moisture from her eyes on his cheek.  He held her tightly until her soft crying ended.  In the dark of the night he wiped away the tears and kissed her.  As she wrapped her arms around him, he could feel her gentle warmth enveloping him.  His eyes closed as he basked in the wonderful feeling.  He had endured a great deal in his short time on the academy, and there was no doubt much more waiting for him.  However, as he held the apple red girl and drifted off to dreams of auburn skies, Brent was thankful for all he had been through.  Whatever might be waiting for him didn’t matter.  As long as he had her by his side, he could accomplish anything.  The future looked bright.
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