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March 3, 2045
  
Paul skidded his ‘mongoose’ to a halt, jamming on the breaks and grinding the four massive tires against the floor of the ‘Mario Kart’ vehicular course as he landed himself on top of a pressure-sensitive panel, which lit up blue beneath him. Off to his left in the distance a short bridge extended across a narrow ‘ravine’ in the city-like landscape, with Jason zooming across on his own mongoose a moment later.
As soon as he was across, Paul twisted the four wheeler’s hand controls and accelerated away down one of the many road-like paths, with the bridge immediately retracting now that the mongoose was no longer sitting on the activation switch. However, another of the symbol-tagged panels on the floor lit up in front of Paul, glowing a bright green, indicating a defensive pickup which he immediately raced towards…all the while keeping an eye on the location of the three rovers maneuvering their way through the course.
When Paul’s widely spaced tires crossed over the green symbol it deactivated and was replaced by a small dot on a screen between his handlebars, indicating that he now carried a ‘block’ weapon that he could use on any of the square panels covering the course…but not on the medians that outlined the roads, some as expansive as a parking lot while others were less than two inches wide and standing a foot tall.
Spying one of the rovers on a parallel road to his left, Paul cut a sharp turn, feeling the pod-like center portion of the four wheeler mechanically tilt into the turn along with the thick tires, enabling much more maneuverability than the standard civilian versions. The trainees had nicknamed the vehicles ‘mongooses’ after a similar off-road transport in Halo, though with one major difference…in the video game the mongooses had a tendency to roll over, often coming back up after multiple spins to right themselves. The reverse was true of the Star Force mongoose, which had been designed wide and low to the ground to prevent flipping while affording maximum speed and maneuverability.
That maneuverability was limited to 40% on Paul’s vehicle, which had an elongated seat with side handles that could accommodate a second rider if need be, but at the moment Paul’s one and only teammate on the course was zipping about in his own mongoose, given the mission requirements of the Tandem Challenge.
A month ago all ten teams had entered the final stage of their training, having completed all tier 1 individual challenges and their tier 2 subcategory prerequisites. Most of the trainees had already progressed onto tiers 3 and 4, but those were deemed as ‘extra’ and not required for graduation, given that it wasn’t expected for the trainees to master every discipline, but they did need to acquire a certain level of basic proficiency in everything, along with a moderate level of skill in each subcategory grouping. With those requirements met, and the last of the team challenges completed, all members of the first class had transitioned into the Tandem Challenges.
Half of the Tandems required teammates, while the other half required pairing with non-teammates, with the scores going towards both individual and team totals. Every challenge required passage with at least 3 separate pairings, with the highest score for each individual being recorded for themselves and their team.
Paul and Jason paired up as often as they could, finding they worked together slightly better than with anyone else, and this vehicular challenge was no exception, the point of which was to slow and deter the three target rovers as they made their way around the course sufficient to get their slower moving rover to the finish first. It was a game of the tortoise and the hare, with the trainees trying to give the tortoise every advantage possible.
When Paul turned towards the side of the road he had approximately three meters of road to work with before he hit the median. He lined himself up and accelerated up to his truncated maximum speed and hit a button on his left handlebar…
Hydraulic lifts in each of the wheels jumped his mongoose up into the air enough to clear the lip of the median, allowing him to ‘hop’ over the boundary and cut ahead on the course…something the rovers could not do. The slow, computer controlled rolling boxes had to meander their way through the designated paths while the mongooses could cheat their way across, so long as they timed their jumps right.
Paul landed awkwardly, half bouncing out of his seat as he skidded into a right hand turn and tore off down the road, racing to get ahead of the nearest rover. He traveled fifty meters up then drifted right before jerking his way back left and making an angled hop up onto the two meter wide median, then bounced down on the far side just ahead of the rover.
The mongoose’s tires spun aggressively to keep from hitting the rover, which would result in a speed penalty, and clawed away at the smooth floor tiles as it gained speed and a small lead over the armored box that reminded Paul of a white metallic soccer ball. 
Up ahead the pathway turned left as a portion of the median jutted out, constricting the road down to a square and a half wide. Paul slowed as he approached the bottleneck with his right hand thumbing the handlebar controls to select the green icon on his screen. When the mongoose passed over the square Paul had in mind he pressed the activation button and the green icon on his screen disappeared…transferring to the tile on the floor, which two seconds later rose up a meter high, effectively blocking the road save for two narrow gaps on the side large enough for a person to walk through, but not the meter-wide rover.
The device’s proximity sensors stopped it from hitting the roadblock, bringing it to a halt inches away where it spun about in place and began backtracking to the nearest intersection where it would take the shortest available path to the finish.
Meanwhile, Jason was on another section of the course off limit to the rovers thanks to the ravine where he activated a second bridge that was now behind the enemy rovers…but just ahead of the trailing friendly. As he sat on the activation panel, Jason saw their rover, as well as one of the others, immediately change course as soon as the bridge was extended, with both sensing a shorter route to the finish, but the enemy rover had a much larger distance to travel backwards than the friendly rover did to cut back into the offshoot.
Jason waited patiently for it to arrive and cross the bridge into the island-like shortcut, then he motored off the activation pad, dropping the bridge before the other rover arrived. Sensing the way was now blocked, it reversed course and began retracing its original path, now significantly delayed and lagging behind the friendly rover as it sputtered on ahead.
Zigzagging around the friendly, Jason passed it by and moved on forward, looking for where Paul was. He saw him heading for one of the binary power up ‘bumps’ at the top of a tiny ramp…whose corresponding activator was on the ‘island’ that Jason was just about to move off.
Pulling a hard, spinning right turn Jason shot into an offshoot of the road that led to a dead end a few dozen meters away in a circle-like roundabout, in the center of which was a tile with a large ‘3’ on it. When Jason’s mongoose slid to a halt on top of it the ‘3’ glowed white, while at the same time a purple symbol on top of the bump in front of Paul glowed to life.
Paul gently ramped up and over the bump, with his tires making contact with the flat top. As he came down the opposite side the speed indicator on his mongoose changed from 40% to 50% as it registered the speed boost. He cranked the now higher throttle up to its maximum as he leveled out and raced to get ahead of the rovers.
He meandered through the crisscrossing, twisting roads that offered multiple avenues of advancement, but no straight line paths to the finish, until he met up with Jason as they hopped off course onto a large, parking lot-like median, on top of which were additional symbols. 
Paul angled towards one that looked like unintelligible calligraphy and Jason swung in line behind him, picking up the timed power up a moment after Paul ran over and activated it’s two second timer…not nearly long enough for him to swing around and get it himself, but more than enough time for his trailing partner to snag it.
On the screen between Jason’s handlebars a yellow icon lit up, which he quickly highlighted and activated…decreasing enemy rover speed by 10%. It was one of the more valuable power ups on the course and gave the trainees additional time to get out ahead of the herd and throw obstacles in their way.
The two mongooses hopped back onto the roads and went off chasing additional power ups, some of which enhanced their speed, allowed them to throw or take down blocks, and even a few that altered the medians to change the layout of the course. Altogether, by the time the rovers hit the halfway point on the horse-shoe shaped course, the friendly rover had pulled into the lead and the pair spent the rest of their time and effort on slowing down and blocking the others, often sending them on longer adjuncts while the slower moving friendly rover took the shorter paths.
The point of passing the challenge was twofold…get the friendly rover to the finish first, and get it there with as big of a lead as possible, for the amount of the lead determined the points scored. When Paul and Jason’s friendly rover finally crossed the finish line all the power ups on the course disappeared, as did any items still in the mongoose display screen inventory, and the trainees had to drive back to the finish area and wait to see how long it would take the enemy rovers to get to the finish now that they were no longer able to interfere with them.
Paul maneuvered his mongoose back behind the line and parked it in one of the slots next to half a dozen others before sliding off and walking over to the score board, which displayed not only this challenge score, which was ticking upwards with every second that passed now that the friendly rover had finished, but also scoring data from every other challenge with the team and individual lists covering the interactive screens.
As their challenge score increased, he and Jason watched their team total ticking up at the same time, extending their lead over the 7s by small amounts, making it more and more evident that the 2s just about had the team title locked up. When the first of the enemy rovers finally arrived and stopped the clock, their team total registered a good 2,873 point lead over the 7s, and another 654 points back to the 6s, though those numbers could be deceiving, given that some of the teams hadn’t yet completed the same challenges, and this one scored a base 300 points just for completion, meaning that the 7s couldn’t be confident in their advantage over the 6s, but the 2s still had a comfortable margin on everyone else, and appeared to be padding their lead.
  Paul glanced over at the individual ranks as his score was also being updated there…only to notice that Morgan’s lead over him had grown by 143 points since the last time he’d checked. Frowning, he touched her name on the screen and brought up her challenge stats, discovering that she’d outscored him on three challenges by small amounts, and a not so small discrepancy on one of the obstacle courses…and since he’d already passed all those challenges, there wouldn’t be any monster point swings to be gained, meaning she really was pulling away from him again.
Paul backed up the screen and touched the third place trainee’s name, bringing up Travis’s stats and noting that he’d just passed a challenge that Paul hadn’t gotten to, yet he was still trailing Paul in points, which was a good sign. Ever since the naval challenges had concluded, he and Morgan had been the top pair by a comfortable margin, but his lead had been wobbling a bit since they’d entered the final phase of their training and he wasn’t sure if he was going to lose the 2nd spot or catch up with Morgan to claim first. 
The Tandem challenges were unusual compared to everything that’d they’d gone through before, and as such they were hard to predict the outcome of. Most of the time he and Jason would outscore almost everyone else…but then again they, more often than not, had similar strengths and weaknesses, meaning when they teamed up in their weak areas they ended up with below average scores, but since they were required to mix and match with the pairings they usually found someone else to hook up with that offset their weaknesses.
Almost satisfied with his individual point total, Paul switched the screen over to the Tandem subcategory and saw that he and Jason were still at the top of the list for highest scoring pair across all disciplines…in fact, their recent run had bumped them up another 112 points ahead of Kerrie and Tom, who’d already been through the rover herding challenge at least once by now, meaning that gain was due to the time and not the mere completion.
“Try again or move on?” Paul asked.
“Move on,” Jason said, satisfied with their first attempt. “We can come back later if we need to.”
“You want to hit the relay next, or one of the sharpshooters?”
“Save the relay for last, it’s going to wear us out.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Paul said as they left the scoreboards and the other waiting trainees behind as they walked out into the connective hallway between vehicular courses. “But everyone else will probably be thinking the same thing. Do we want to run it with them or pace on our own?”
“Hmmn…good question. Depends who’s there.”
“How about we duck in last thing and see, and if we don’t like the group we hit it again tomorrow morning?”
“Sounds like a plan,” Jason said as they passed Megan and Rafa in the hallway, with an exchange of nods to both. Ever since the team phase had ended the trainees had been intermixing far more than they ever had before, which was odd considering they were still competing against each other for points. “Pistols, snipes, or grenades?”
“I hit the grenades this morning with Ivan and we sucked.”
Jason nodded. “Let’s work on that then. We can’t afford any weak scores for the team…and you need every point you can get if you’re going to catch Morgan.”
“Not so sure I will now.”
“You’re closer than anyone else…plus you’ve been holding off on those 5 naval challenges.”
That was true. Paul had been saving those for last, figuring he could make up some points there if he could only keep even or pull a little closer to Morgan on the rest. The trainees technically had an unlimited amount of time to get through the Tandem challenges, but they’d been tentatively scheduled to take two months for completion, and Paul had been using that timeframe to apportion his time, now that all trainer-scheduling was a thing of the past. He and the other trainees were free to train and test however and whenever they wanted.
“Yeah, but she’s been pulling away a bit. If she gets any further ahead I’m not sure I’ll be able to catch up.”
“All the more reason to trim up your weak areas,” Jason reminded him as they stepped into a lift terminal and summoned a ‘car’ with the press of a button. The doors to their left immediately opened, as one had already been waiting at one of the three stations. 
“How are you with the grenades?” Paul asked.
“Fair…but I need some work too.”
“What’s fair?”
“56th,” Jason said, referring to the previous individual challenge that he’d completed months ago as they walked inside.
“Wow…we’re going to be at this all day. I was 48th.”
“It we have to, but I don’t think it will take that long. These Tandems are more about coordination of skills rather than specificity, and we’ve had plenty of practice at that.”
“Point,” Paul conceded as the doors closed and the elevator shot them off through the inside of Atlantis towards another of the restricted training areas that didn’t even show up on the civilian maps of the city.
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Two weeks later…
  
Morgan held her end of the rope tight as it looped around a metal pole three times before extending down through an eyelet and angling off to the left where Zak was standing on the edge of a drop-off with the rope in hand. He walked back two steps and adjusting his grip upward before running forward and swinging downward off the ledge over a large red disqualification mat.
He passed within a meter of touching it, then swung back up to the far side, deftly getting a foot on the opposite ledge and stepping up onto it with a precarious balance. 
Morgan smiled when she saw him catch it on the first try and toss the rope back behind him, then head off to a monkey bar catwalk that would take him over to the activation panel. Zak was one of the best climbers out of all the trainees and had an impeccable sense of balance and timing, which was why she’d requested that they team up for this ring-out challenge. As she loosened her grip on the rope and quickly unspun it from the pole she congratulated herself on another successful pick, then pulled the rope up through the eyelet as quickly as she could, looping it around her right elbow in a bundle.
As soon as she had it collected she turned around and ran down a small ramp, made a left turn through a short tunnel, then arrived on the platform opposite her destination…which was even now extending a long, thin balance beam over to her. Zak was standing next to the activation button one level down, just below the opposite platform, and remained there as Morgan began to walk across, keeping the button depressed.
With the rope bundle held in front of her as a counterbalance, Morgan smoothly walked across the beam, ignoring the two story drop-off below. When she got to the far platform she took three quick steps forward and jumped into a twisting slide that deposited her one story below next to where Zak had just been.
Morgan slid onto the balls of her feet coming off the slide and rolled into a jog as she stood up and took off down a rail-less sidewalk that led to a ladder, on top of which was a zip line. When she got to the top Morgan unslung the rope bundle from her elbow and carefully grasped either end of the thick loop, placing one half of it over the line. The cords were thick inside her tiny hands, but she managed a decent grip and kicked off from the platform, sliding down the angled zip line slowly.
With multiple strands to spread out her weight, the slight angle didn’t provide her with much speed but it was sufficient to get her to the other side. Morgan let go with her left hand when her feet passed over the destination platform and dropped a meter to the ground, still clinging to the rope bundle in her right as she faced off with a control panel containing four buttons.
She depressed the second one, opening a door elsewhere on the ‘ring out’ course where Zak was waiting. As soon as he was through Morgan took to the ladder leading both down from the platform and higher up to a cupola that overlooked the entire course. Pulling the rope bundle over her head and shoulder, she freed her right hand and swung around to the far side of the ladder and began climbing up the outside of the tower.
This was the 4th time she’d run through this course with Zak, and the 8th time overall, having hit it twice with both Hank and Kevin who were also excellent climbers, but Zak was proving to be the best of the lot, and both of them wanted to shave as much time off their run as possible on the highly erratic obstacle course.
Unlike most of the others they’d trained on, this ring out course had no set path to travel, but instead had multiple options that could be used to get to a finish platform where one of the trainees would have to ‘ring the bell’ so to speak. The problem was, traversing the multiple paths required cooperation and coordination between the pair, meaning one of them couldn’t run on ahead of the other to finish early.
Both trainees had been given a single rope, in addition to the use of their hands, feet, and brains to get through the course in as short a time as possible. Morgan had spent more than two hours of her challenge time watching others on the course, learning where the triggers were and mentally planning out the fastest route to the finish. The trick of it was, the quicker paths contained the greater hazards, and even one fall off the elevated platforms and walkways would disqualify the pair and they’d have to start over again.
The less difficult paths were long, winding, repetitive challenges designed to eat up time and make the trainees prove their balance when fatigued, and most of the pairs attempting this run to date had been forced into the easy or medium paths out of sheer necessity, for their climbing skills weren’t reliably up to par, and with so many Tandem challenges to get through, they weren’t willing to spend multiple days trying over and over again hoping for a lucky run.
Neither was Morgan, which was why she’d been planning her run out ahead of time, then selecting the trainees who she thought best fit the obstacles…which in this case meant the best climbers. She’d gotten no refusals when she requested pairings, for this challenge or the others, for it seemed all of the other trainees were eager to team up with the current #1 in order to up their own scores...though she didn’t figure that Paul would be so eager to pair up on the naval challenges, given that he was trying hard to catch her in points, so she hadn’t asked.
Instead, she’d chosen the next best candidate, Liam, and had worked with him on two of the 5 naval challenges so far with moderate success, hoping to negate as much of Paul’s advantage as possible when he eventually got around to his strong suit. He was apparently saving those challenges for last, to keep her from measuring up the points differential, no doubt, and figuring out how much of an advantage she needed in other areas for a counterbalance. 
It was a good idea, she grudgingly had to admit, because it kept her in the dark as to what she actually needed to do, and Morgan worked best when she had a challenge to analyze and overcome. Still, she had come into the Tandems with a points lead and had been padding it ever since by doing her homework and matching up potential teammates’ skills with the various challenges, mixing and matching with specialists rather than finding one buddy to attack everything with…such as Paul and Jason were doing.
It was true that they were at the top of the Tandem ranks, but Morgan was scoring more points than they were…so far. Again, those pesky naval challenges were going to throw a skiffer into her plans when the dynamic duo got around to tackling them, not only because of Paul’s innate skill in that area, but because Jason also ranked in the naval top 10, making their pairing all the more potent in that subcategory.
Paul’s other pairings hadn’t given him much better results than he scored with Jason, though there were a few exceptions. It puzzled her why he wasn’t seeking out better partners to maximize his scores. He had to have seen her points lead over him growing…or was he just convinced that the naval challenges would put him over the edge in the end?
Or maybe he just wanted to maximize the team link that he and Jason already possessed. Morgan had found it easier to pair up with her 6s teammates than the others, obviously due to experiential familiarity, and it was said that Paul and Jason did almost everything together, even before the Tandem challenges had begun, so maybe they were onto something. 
Morgan didn’t have the option of finding that out for herself…she’d always been more of a lone wolf, fully capable of working with her teammates but never establishing any favorites. She worked well with everyone, adjusting to the mission requirements accordingly, but had never seen the advantage of having a ‘best friend’ to team up with on everything. In her mind, she wanted the best available, and sticking with the same person would have been inefficient at times.
Apparently Paul didn’t think so, or else he simply hadn’t considered it. Either way, they were going to have a chance to test the various approaches over the next month…and so far, hers was proving to be superior.
She and Zak had already bested Paul and Jason’s top score on this course, and it didn’t look like they were going to be back for seconds, meaning that whatever points they could scrape up on this run would be pure bonus to both of them. Zak was currently 34th in individual points, with half a dozen other trainees in close proximity, so any significant point swings could propel him upwards in the ranks in short order, which was why he was busting his butt on this course, wanting to make the most out of this opportunity that Morgan had given him.
By the time she climbed up through the floor of the elevated cupola Zak was working his way across a pillar field, stepping carefully and repetitively with short hops as he approached the halfway point where the elevation and sizes of the pillars began to vary. As he made the transition Morgan had to give him credit on his agility. He slowed a bit, but maintained his rhythm, crossing the path far faster than Morgan could…assuming she didn’t fall off altogether. Her agility was above average, but Zak’s was downright incredible.
Inside the cupola was another slide, this one at less of an angle, much like a waterslide but dry as a bone and slippery shiny. Morgan had to go there next, but she had to wait for Zak to get to the end of the pillars because the trap door at the finish was triggered by the button on her left, allowing him to take a significant shortcut on the course.
As soon as he hopped off the last pillar Morgan hit the button, then dived feet first into the chute, trusting that Zak wouldn’t delay. The trap door was on a four second timer, and if he missed it he’d have to backtrack through the pillars and go around another way, because Morgan couldn’t get back to the cupola again from where she was going. 
Her faith was well placed, and the moment that the door in the floor slid aside horizontally Zak knelt down and slithered through, hanging for a moment from the edge, then his hands disappeared a full 2 seconds before the panel began to slide back across. 
He dropped down two meters onto a wobble-board, balancing on a center post and tipping sideways depending on where Zak put his weight, making it very hard to stay on his feet…and off the edges of the four meter wide square was open space, below which were more red disqualification pads.
Zak landed more or less in the center and dropped to a knee, using both his legs and hands to grip the surface. He spied the exit ladder at the tip of one of the corners of the square and maneuvered himself around to face it, then ran forward for two steps, feeling the floor drop out beneath him. He managed a half jump at the tip, enough to propel him out to the ladder, stepping onto it and snaking his arms through the rungs as one of his feet slipped. The wobble-board reset above him, revealing a second platform underneath it which Zak quickly climbed down to, hopping off the ladder at the very bottom in a back flip, landing on his face and chest hard, but safely on the platform. 
He rolled up onto his feet and ran through a short tunnel into an empty room with high walls and no handholds to climb up…a dead end.
Off to his left a rope suddenly appeared, dropping down over the edge of the wall but with no one visibly holding it. Zak didn’t waste any time and walked up the wall, climbing hand over hand up the rope until he got to the top and saw Morgan standing behind another small pole with the rope looped around it multiple times as an anchor. 
“Got it,” he said as soon as he got his footing at the top, with Morgan immediately letting go and running off down a narrow walkway with meters of open air on either side of her should she slip and fall off. She hopped over a gap as if it wasn’t even there and started climbing a tethered rope up to the top of a pole that had an extended eyelet on the opposite side.
Zak appeared beneath her with their own rope and waited for her to shimmy her way across the top bar until she was hanging underneath it with her hands inches away from the eyelet. Suddenly their own rope appeared in her vision as she stared up at the not so distant ceiling, with it crossing over her body and landing draped over both her and the pole thanks to Zak’s well aimed toss.
Hanging by her left hand and crossed legs, Morgan grabbed the opposite side of the rope and hefted it up in bursts, letting it slide through her fingers then gripping it tightly so it wouldn’t fall back through as she fought to find the end. When she did she poked it through the eyelet and fed it down until Zak could grab it.
“Clear,” he yelled, rapidly pulling the rope through to even up the strands. 
Morgan waited until the rope stopped moving and drew taught before she wrapped her fingers around both cords at the same time and used the leverage to drop down off the pole and wrap her legs around the rope, as well as getting her second hand on it before she began sliding down. 
The weight on the bottom of the rope suddenly dropped off, but Morgan had a firm grip on both strands so she didn’t fall as one slipped, but she did have to climb down more slowly. 
When she moved past the platform the pole sprung from, she saw a solid wall for about a meter, then a second smaller platform underneath where Zak was standing. She swung over a bit and he grabbed a hold of her outstretched hand, pulling both her and the rope over to solid ground. As soon as she let go he began reeling in one strand of the rope, with the other shooting back up towards the eyelet.
Almost there, Morgan though to herself as she began walking across a short balance beam to the underside of the finish platform, bypassing a huge wall that separated it from the easier access routes. When she made it across Zak was already two steps behind her with rope in hand and they spied the last obstacle.
There was a gap, too far to jump, underneath the floor of the finish platform that led to a ladder that would bring them up through a trap door three steps away from the ‘bell.’ On that side of the gap was a large hook, open side up, at approximately head level.
Zak tied a knotted loop at the end of the rope and handed it to Morgan…then grabbed her around the waist for support as she side-armed the loop towards the hook.
She missed low, reeled in the rope, and adjusted her aim. The second throw hit high and dropped down, barely catching the hook but it was enough. Morgan pulled the slack out of the rope as Zak let go of her and snaked the other end around the center mast that was supporting the platform above them.
Morgan and Zak pulled as hard as they could, making the rope taut and tying it off, but there was no eyelet on this end, and they knew that once they put their weight on it, it was likely to slide down…how much so was the question.
Zak stood underneath the knot on the rope and pressed his hands up against the loops around the pole, attempting to keep them secure as Morgan climbed up on the rope and began shimmying across.
Her weight dragged down the taut rope, but Zak kept the loss of height to a few inches until she made it across, only to have it lower half way down the mast when he climbed on, forcing him to slither uphill, which was why they’d decided for him to go second, as he was by far the better climber.
There wasn’t anything for Morgan to do but wait as she watched the rope dip lower and lower, with Zak now hanging below floor level, but as he approached he slowly gained altitude, having to wrench his body up along the rope until he was within reach of the platform. He let go of his legs and swung down, with Morgan pulling him away from the edge.
Leaving the rope behind, they walked over to the ladder and sidestepped to two small panels set on either side. As one, they pressed the dual activation buttons and the trap door above them opened. 
Zak literally leapt up the ladder and disappeared, with the blue-lighting shift and finish tone sounding before Morgan could even get halfway up the ladder. When her head got past the floor she shot a glance at the clock, noting a 26 second improvement over their previous best, which also put them in 2nd place on the course record board, 2.3 seconds behind Mike and Taryn. 
Zak offered her a fist bump when she finally got up the ladder, which she deftly returned.
“Nice working with you,” Zak said gratefully.
“My pleasure,” Morgan said with a smile, mentally adding the points gained to her lead over Paul.
 



  
  
3
  
  
Three days later…                  
  
Paul and Jason were ducked down behind a barricade in one of the ‘indoor’ paintball training chambers, one of their original training zones before transitioning into the parks more than a year ago. This one was a series of circles expanding out from the start area in the center of the room, with the finish pedestal located somewhere beyond the barricades on the outer ring, and it was never in the same position challenge to challenge.
The mission was to fight their way past the turret pillars to the outer ring and find the pedestal, all the while watching out for rovers and the occasional sniper hidden within the forest of pillars, as well as hidden bunkers in the outer walls.
Paul and Jason had progressed out to ring three in an easterly direction, deactivating the turrets in their path using their binary rifles…each contained the usual stingers, but Paul’s red paintballs and Jason’s purple contained additional energy signatures, and the turrets would only deactivate with sufficient stun energy applied plus each signature within a 1.5 second window, meaning not only did they have to fire several shots into each target sphere, they had to coordinate their final shots to arrive at almost the same time, else they’d just be wasting paint.
That was something they couldn’t afford to do, given their limited ammunition. Each rifle held hundreds of stingers, but there were far too many turrets present for them to take them all out, meaning the pair had to cut a path to the outer ring, then circle around the perimeter in search of the finish pedestal rather than mowing down every turret in sight…which fortunately stayed deactivated in this challenge, but progressing past the various barricade rings wouldn’t deactivate the others on the same ring, so each and every turret in their path had to be taken down.
Paul and Jason had little trouble with the turrets, however, and were progressing quickly through the pillars on their first attempt, firing with uncanny accuracy and coordination. The accuracy was due in part to having trained on this range and others like it, and they knew what angles they needed to make and how to distract the turrets so their teammate could target them, but normally they had 10 trainees on the field, not two, so the fact that this pair had entered the chamber with no noticeable adjustment period raised a few eyebrows from the trainers up in the control room.
But it was their coordination of fire that was the most unnerving. Even when separated and out of sight, they would fire on targets almost simultaneously, as if they were communicating through comm gear…though they had none. One of them would pop up out of cover, fire off two rounds, at different turrets, and duck back down just as the other one would add his shots to those two turrets plus three more, then the other one would come up and target the same turrets, though he hadn’t seen which ones his teammate had shot.
Other times they would both emerge from cover, running side to side between barricades and nail distant turrets in sync, often putting their stingers’ paint splatters one on top of the other so fast that the colors actually mixed…and by the time the turrets tracked their way they’d scurried off out of sight again.
By the time they made it to the 11th ring it was becoming clear that the only way to stop them was by using the rover and the snipers, hidden in the wall niches, but they had to wait until they got close enough, because the overlapping pillars cut off their view of the start area. 
While they waited, the control room piloted the rover down through the rings towards the pair in an attempt to flush them out, with the nearby turrets all tracking the same direction, waiting for their prey to emerge. One of the snipers had a line of sight on the rover, with it passing in and out of view as it moved laterally across the 12th ring towards the spot where they’d last seen the trainees.
In the control room there were no overhead cameras, so as to not give the trainers any undue advantage, only viewscreens coming from the turrets’ and the rover’s onboard cameras…but there was a schematic of the course with the turret positions highlighted in blue, with a line of them gone dark where Paul and Jason had moved out through the rings. Just before the rover got to their position, several more turret icons went out, expanding a spherical dead zone around the endpoint of the line rather than extending it out into the 12th and 13th rings.
The rover also appeared on the schematic as a blue square, with two turrets just behind it going out in sequence, expanding the dead zone around it as the now heavily plated machine continued to move forward, but oddly not taking any hits. It had a target sphere, like the turrets, though it required a great deal more stun energy to take down, and in the past weeks the other trainee pairs had begun hitting it at range so as to accumulate enough stun to knock it out before it could get in a position to seriously curtail their advance.
Suddenly three of the turret screens showed a blur of white uniform jump out of cover then race off camera…only to show up on two more screens for a split second. Those turrets still on auto tracked in the direction of the movement, while the trainer controlled ones remained trained on the intercept point of the rover, unable to fire at the blur if they had wanted to.
“What the hell???” the trainer remote-controlling the rover said as his screen suddenly tilted down at an angle towards the floor. “They did something to my camera!”
The head trainer in the room, Franklin, shook his head as his eyes darted from one viewscreen to the next. “It’s not the camera,” he said, finally getting a good view. “One of them is under the rover! Shake it loose!”
The controller accelerated and reversed throttle several times, able to rock his view of the floor and nearby barricade that it was pinned up against, but the front wheels were the only ones contacting the floor and not enough to break it free of the trainee’s grasp, because the squeal of the tires was clearly audible with the video feed.
“I can’t get free!”
“Everyone, target the rover,” Franklin ordered to those in the control room and through the comms to the trainers deployed in the walls. “Try for splash damage.”
One of the snipers in the wall moved his sights off the dead zone of turrets and back to where the rover had stopped, seeing its back end sticking up over the barricade, wheels spinning uselessly. One of the punks must have slithered in behind it and lifted it up off its wheels…now he was hiding underneath the damn machine!
Between the ‘roof’ of the rover and the barricade beside him, the trainee had good cover from the sniper’s position, though he guessed one of the others would have a better shot at his open side, and if he popped his head up even a few inches he’d get nailed. From Jenkins’s position he could clearly see the top of the back left wheel spinning…which gave him an idea. If he could hit the moving wheel, it might spray a bit of the paint down on the trainee, numbing him a bit, maybe enough to cause him to drop the rover.
Figuring it was worth a shot, Jenkins fired three quick blue stingers at the distant wheel, with two missing a few inches high and the third hitting in the center hub and missing the rotating rubber. He cursed the design change they’d made from treads to wheels after the trainees had jammed one of their rifles into the treads to stop the thing…now the six wheels didn’t have enough individual power to pull the rover down off its hoist, whereas he figured the original treads might have.
Jenkins fired another two shots, with one of them marking the tire with a blue splash. He didn’t have time to see if it flicked any paint before two stingers hit the wall slit he was firing from, one bisecting on the edge and the other flying straight through and hitting him in the shoulder. He fell backwards out of his niche and hit the ground butt first in the tiny hallway that ringed the course, connecting all the bunker cubicles so the trainers could reposition at will.
“Damn it,” he swore in a whisper. The rover heist had been nothing more than a distraction!
Unable to feel his right arm at all, Jenkins threw his sniper rifle aside with his left and tried to sit up, but found his balance lacking with half his torso numb. He tried to roll over to his left side as a giant black hand reached down and grabbed him by the collar of his uniform and hauled him up into a sitting position against the back wall.
“Thanks,” Jenkins muttered as the Black Knight stepped over him and continued on down the hallway towards one of the hidden entrances.
  
Paul stood on his knees underneath the rover with his left shoulder tucked up against the barricade, trying to make his body as small as possible as the machine was continuously pelted with stingers, so much so that the paint was beginning to drip down off the sides. He held the rover aloft with a firm grip on the underside just behind the aft armored panel, placing his balled fists up into the gap and using the extended metallic plate like a bumper to hold it in place as the front tires spun back and forth trying to break his grip. The rover should have been seamlessly plated underneath as well…yet one more design flaw that Paul was happy to exploit.
He knew that as long as the paint was flying his way, Jason would be hunting the snipers in the walls, now that they were only four rings away. His partner couldn’t take down any of the turrets without his help, but once the snipers were out of the picture he could flip the rover over and leave them nothing but the predictable turrets to deal with…which would mean they’d be all but home free.
Then something he didn’t expect happened…the turrets and snipers stopped firing on the rover. 
For a moment he thought they’d caught on to their gambit, but that didn’t explain why all the turrets had turned off him. Some still should have been hitting him, out of range to target Jason…then he realized by the lack of sound that they had stopped firing altogether…
He was facing the underside of the rover with his head pinned so that he couldn’t see anything but the floor when he heard footsteps behind him and a creepy sense of dread arced through his bones. A moment later the rover flew up and off him, flipping over and landing upside down as Paul reflexively rolled to the side and looked up at the armored giant behind him. 
The Black Knight had no sword, but he quickly touched his wrists together with the distinctive crackle/pop of a stun charge all but echoing in the chamber.
Paul’s roll never stopped as he flipped over again and got to his feet, running a step and diving over the previous row of barricades, landing in a somersault and rolling up into a run, not even thinking about the turrets. He got four full length strides in before he felt something hard hit the small of his back and he blacked out…
  
Paul came to looking up into the face of a med tech as the denumbing injection spread throughout his blood stream and soaked up the lingering stun charge, leaving his back just a little bit tingly. 
“Any injuries?” the medic asked.
“No,” Paul said, sitting up and shaking off the haze. Every time he woke up from getting stunned it felt like he was coming out of a deep, dreamy sleep leaving reality a bit fragmented. He blinked a few times and his head cleared. “Thanks,” he offered.
“Been a while,” the medic said chattily. “You guys used to keep us pretty busy, but now it’s mostly the other group. I thought the big guy only hit you during team challenges?”
“So did we,” Paul said, getting to his feet and walking over to where Jason was laying unconscious. The medic followed him over and quickly injected his teammate with the quick release dart-pen that seemed to never leave a mark. Jason jerked a moment later, snapping out of his stun-induced haze quicker than Paul had. He blinked away the grogginess then his gaze froze as he mentally backtracked through what had just happened.
He looked up at Paul as his teammate offered him a hand. “I really hate that son of a bitch.”
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Twelve days later…
  
“Third wave incoming,” Paul said into his headset as he toggled the navigational controls in the simulation pod. 
Jason looked at his radar screen, guessing as to the type of craft deploying against their single warship. A distant dot had appeared at the edge of the engagement zone then quickly began to expand into a cloud of smaller dots.
“Looks like drones,” he said, inputting new targeting parameters into fire control. 
“Yep,” Paul answered, adjusting the line of their small warship to point directly into the approaching swarm. “Try and split them up.”
“Already on it,” Jason said, aligning the primary rail gun. He aimed in the center of the formation and fired off a pair of medium rounds in sequence.
Both missed the tiny attack cubes, nothing more than a casing, engine, and laser mount controlled by either the onboard computer or remote uplink. On cue, the drone swarm drifted away from the firing path, turning their sphere into a donut as they sped toward the warship.
Jason fired off several more rounds, counting on the predictable computer responses as the drones attempted to flank their opposition, allowing him to somewhat reposition their enemy before they came within effective laser range.
“Go,” he said, forgetting about the rail run and prepping their missiles racks…which for this challenge contained infinite ammunition.
Paul, controlling the helm, accelerated their warship to starboard and cut diagonally across the drones approach vector, causing them to shift course and effectively line up in chunks rather than being able to attack simultaneously. He would have preferred to accelerate away from them, further delaying their approach and making them easier to pick apart, but there was a range limit to the battlefield and passing through it would result in immediate disqualification.
So without the ability to stretch things out, Paul did the next best thing…he brought the ship to a full stop, allowed Jason to fire off another rail gun salvo, then accelerated hard towards the incoming swarm, making the time span of the upcoming pass by shorter.
One of the tiny dots on the radar winked out as the metallic slugs cored straight through the staggered clumps of drones, but it was little more than a lucky hit. In order to take them out they were going to have to go in close…and with an elapsed time bonus for the challenge at play, the enemy computer wasn’t going to give them time to set up and think about it.
“Belly first,” Paul said, finally cutting thrust and flipping the rectangular ship up on its tail as Jason pulled up the ventral mounted laser turrets while leaving the others on autofire, hopefully hitting some of the drones as they passed by.
A few insignificant hits registered on the warship’s armor…the drones firing outside effective range, with the beams losing cohesion and doing little more than warming a large area of the hull or being harmlessly deflected. Jason didn’t bother returning fire at this range, even with his medium lasers and their extended range it was going to be difficult to target the smaller ships, while their cutter stood out like a big fat target.
Instead he waited until the first of them crossed a perimeter line on his radar, then fired off a cluster of missiles towards the formation, already programmed to home in on any proximity targets after moving a pre-specified distance away from their own ship.
“Move,” Jason said, synching up three laser batteries into one targeting reticule.
Paul was already a split second away from hitting the throttle, and quickly sent the ship upwards, then used their thrusters to set it spinning slightly, but still belly down to the line of attack, given that the dorsal side of the ship had received damage during the second round, and the reflective panels covering the armor had been shattered.
The panels on the belly were as yet untouched, giving Paul and Jason their best chance at defense against an all laser attack, though there were still unprotected spots on the hull where the mirror-like panels didn’t cover. Those areas were still caked with thick armor, but the lasers would eat into them with successive hits, and with the point of this last naval challenge being to survive as long as possible, every action they took would affect the odds of their success.
Which was why Paul had begun slowly spinning the ship around its vertical axis, making it harder for the drones to target the non-reflective areas or weapons batteries. The damage on the opposite side of the ship had come from missile attacks, most of which had been shot down in transit thanks to Jason’s hot gunnery hand, but a few had gotten through and shattered most of the mirrors, opening up the top of the ship to laser attacks.
The reason Paul had split up the attackers was to keep the lot of them from surrounding the ship and attacking them on the weak side, as well as to hopefully target and kill a few before the others arrived, minimizing the number of laser strikes on them at any given moment.
Jason fired off a second group of missiles then waited patiently for them to shrink on his targeting screen. When they did, he began taking long range shots around the edges of the missiles as the first group hit pay dirt.
The missiles broke formation and tracked individual targets…some actually seeking the same ones, which worked out when the first would miss and the second could still down the target, but it was downright wasteful when one missile would explode on target and take out another at the same time.
Paul had requested a redesign months ago, interlinking the missiles through short range signals so they could each tag a target of their own that the others would ignore, but so far the Star Force weapons techs hadn’t been able to construct an actual system…which meant they couldn’t use one in the simulations. Everything the trainees had to work with had to be real, and the techs’ slowness in fabrication had become an annoyance to both Paul and several other navally-innovative trainees.
He’d requested a lot of other equipment changes and theoretical applications, but only a few had made their way back to them in the recent months, but what wore on Paul the most was his current inability to come up with a viable defense against the rail guns. He knew there had to be a way, and while he and the others had developed ways of defending against missiles, and to a lesser extent the lasers, the rail guns remained a problem.
Fortunately the first three waves of this challenge hadn’t deployed rail guns this time around. They were tailored for difficulty, but as far as weapons systems were concerned, it was random. This was Paul and Jason’s fifth and probably final attempt, having lightly attempted a run the first two times just to feel it out, then hitting it heavy the third time around and not getting the points they wanted. They’d trimmed things up the fourth time, but felt they’d gotten a bit unlucky so they’d scheduled this late night last attempt while most of their fellow trainees had already finished all of their Tandem challenges.
Morgan was still leading Paul by 354 points in the individual competition, and it was unlikely, but not impossible, for Paul to catch up if they really nailed this challenge, but more than that it was eluding the dynamic duo’s ease of success at the previous four naval Tandem challenges that had secured their top pair status by a huge margin and had brought Paul tediously close to Morgan after two and a half years of challenges…not to mention putting the icing on the cake for the team scores, which the 2s had realistically clenched a few weeks ago.
It was a matter of pride that brought the pair back for a 5th go around…and the fact that they were only the 2nd highest score on the challenge, a full 52 points behind Greg and Nevil, the latter of which was ranked 3rd in the naval subcategory and often provided Paul with a competitive challenge…but nothing that he hadn’t been able to overcome with sufficient prep time.
Paul watched on the viewscreen as blossoms of distant shrapnel exploded, taking many of the dots on the radar with them, leaving a few stragglers on the wings that managed to elude the second wave of missiles that passed between them. Jason immediately went after them, and took down all but two before the missiles detonated and similarly shook up the next clump of drones.
With the enemy thinned out, Jason’s three linked lasers took down each drone usually with one shot…he rarely missed, but with the ship spinning and the drones moving about erratically as they approached, the task was giving him all he could handle.
“Hang on,” Paul said, readying the helm controls again as he watched the positions alter on his navigational display. “We’re rolling up and over.”
“Copy that,” Jason said with an odd voice, having slipped into the ‘zone’ that most of the better gunners had seemed to develop. Paul’s scores didn’t quite put him in the elite ranks in that category, but knew how important maintaining one’s focus was when trying to track and target multiple moving targets.
Using a combination of engines and thrusters, Paul moved the ship up and began tilting forward, as if rounding a giant circle with the drones at the center, allowing the closest ones to pass underneath at a distance without getting a good shot at their aft and being able to immediately flank them…meaning a few more seconds of survival time, as well as an opportunity to down a more of them before they got into the swarming frenzy that made the little machines so dangerous at close range.
Jason was intent on keeping that from happening and continued to thin the herd as the other clumps approached. They were too close now for the missiles on the proximity setting, and he didn’t have time to reset them, but even if he did he wouldn’t have wanted to take his hands off the joystick and trigger because he was in the middle of racking up an impressive kill score.
Paul flew a lazy course, not disrupting Jason’s firing any more than necessary but keeping the drones off balance as much as he could. His mind meanwhile was split between the simple maneuvering and the overall battle as he watched their ship take several armor hits along the edges of the reflective panels, some of which blew out pieces on the edge when the armor underneath superheated, thus diminishing the overall coverage of the mirrors.
It was minor damage, but it was gradually adding up…though it would have been catastrophic by now without the redirects the mirrors were causing. Neither Paul nor Jason could see the bounces, invisible as they were, but Paul did notice when two of the drones were hit by their own weapons…or rather those of their allies that erratically reflected off the cutter and turned into friendly fire. 
Offhandedly Paul wondered about the possibility of creating mobile plates that could intentionally redirect larger, ship-fired laser shots towards enemy targets…then stuffed the idea into the back of his mind as he made another course correction. 
“They’re getting behind us,” Paul noted through the comm to Jason, who was sitting in a simulation pod beside his. 
“Don’t let them get our engines!” Jason said, yelling without realizing it. “I only need another minute.”
“Flipping forward,” Paul said as he lifted the aft of the ship up with thrusters, making it harder for the flankers to shoot into their engine vents, all the while bringing the dorsal laser turrets into range of the last arriving drones. The autofire setting immediately tracked those closest and fired off a few shots, half of which missed. Those that didn’t wounded several drones, but didn’t kill any of them right off, lacking the triple power of Jason’s linked guns.
Paul resisted the urge to kick the console in front of him. He could have easily flown and fired at the same time…not as effectively as a dedicated gunner, but enough to contribute to the fight. The rules of this challenge, however, specified one pilot and one gunner, without the ability to share duties. They had to trust each other to take care of their part of the operation, and while Paul definitely trusted Jason, he really wished he could help him out with fire control. 
One of the aft batteries, a small laser mount on autofire, went dark on Paul’s display, meaning it had been hit and incapacitated, if not destroyed. That didn’t affect Jason at the moment, but it was yet one more wound their warship took that they wouldn’t be able to repair or replace. Paul tilted the ship aside slightly, trying to bring the other aft turret away from a direct line of fire, because the last thing they wanted was a dead zone in which an enemy could hide and attack them from with impunity.
But true to his word, Jason finished off the last of the drones with a bit of piloting magic from Paul, who rotated the ship around methodically so Jason could target the widely placed drones with his linked guns, some of which had already been wounded by the autofire batteries.
As soon as the last drone vanished from the radar screen, three new dots appeared at the edge of the engagement zone…three large dots.
“Wave four,” Paul noted, repositioning their wounded warship to display the minimum cross section as three rail gun rounds appeared, one from each ship, tracking their way at insanely high speed.
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Knowing that the rounds were purely ballistic, Paul used the warship’s thrusters for a hard burn upwards, drifting the ship out of line from where it had been and allowing the rounds to pass perilously close by underneath. Fortunately none of them had missed high, otherwise they would have flown right into them.
“Get me a shot,” Jason said over the comlink, and Paul reluctantly cut out the thrusters after pointing the nose of the craft towards the middle ship, which was now accelerating towards them. A moment later a medium round shot out from the prow in the blink of an eye, soon joined by three more coming in from the enemy.
Paul didn’t wait to give Jason a second shot, he immediately hit the thrusters hard to starboard, hoping to pop the ship out of alignment again as he belatedly noticed their round hit the center ship. The computer projected damage had a large hole punched into the nose of the larger warship, taking out various weapon systems, including its primary rail gun, but it wasn’t a kill shot, leaving the ship still in the fight and now drifting closer to them with every second that passed.
One of the enemy’s rounds nicked the underside of their warship, tearing a computer simulated scratch down the hull but not hitting anything more than the armor…though most of the reflective panels were shattered by the impact, taking away most of their remaining anti-laser defense.
“Shoot when able,” Paul said, knowing they were cutting it too close as he kicked in the engines and turned them to starboard. With every second that passed the enemy was getting closer…meaning their rail gun rounds would have less travel time and more accuracy. Paul wouldn’t be able to dance the ship around to avoid them in time with the thrusters alone, so he had to get the ship pointed in a lateral direction so that he could use the main thrust for evasive maneuvers, which unfortunately took their rail gun battery out of alignment.
Unable to fire, Jason used the time to start reprogramming their missiles, or rather unprogramming them, into shipboard target lock as two of the warships jumped out ahead of the wounded third.
Sensing the opportunity immediately, Paul adjusted their course and swung them around so that they were actually traveling backwards at an angle, cutting across the path of the approaching ships even as they adjusted to match them, increasing the distance between themselves and the wounded ship while still flying a continually erratic course.
More rail gun rounds from the two ships continued to track towards and miss the trainees’ warship, due to the fact that the computer was calculating where their ship would be at the moment they fired, using their speed and trajectory to plot an intercept point, but by continually adding thrust in different directions the equations were changing constantly, and once fired the enemy had no way to adjust to Paul’s new heading.
That said, they weren’t missing by much. Their warship was small, but it was still a floating multi-ton hunk of metal and not exactly graceful. Moving it out of alignment required a massive amount of thrust, and thankfully for this challenge there were also afforded infinite fuel, because at the rate Paul was moving them around they would have run out within minutes. 
As Paul continued to dance the ship around while trying to delay the closure of the approaching ships a barrage of tiny missiles shot out from port then vanished as he moved the ship again, but on radar he saw the swarm track towards the starboard enemy ship and begin to thin as its anti-missile defenses activated. He saw some wink out unpredictably…meaning laser hits, while others were met by fast moving anti-missile missiles. 
The intercepts took out about a third as many as the lasers, but Jason had launched so many that some still got through and hammered the enemy ship. While Paul continued to fly evasively, Jason pulled up a closer diagram of the radar image and confirmed that at least some of the ship’s weapons batteries had been destroyed. They didn’t have a status diagram of the enemy as they did their own ship, but some of the obvious protrusions on the hull had disappeared.
“Nice shot,” Paul said approvingly.
“Just keep us moving,” Jason reminded him as he prepped the short range rail guns. “One lucky hit and we’re toast.”
“Believe me, I know,” Paul said, wrenching the flying controls as he tried to eek every bit of maneuverability he had out of the warship as the enemy continued to close…but fortunately, while that made their rail guns all the more dangerous, it also took them out of alignment, because as far as angular transition was concerned, Paul could fly across their firing arcs much faster at closer range, and since the rail guns had very little of their firing arc to ‘aim’ with, as long as Paul kept them off the enemy’s forward bowline they wouldn’t be able to hit them.
And given that they were in a smaller, more maneuverable ship, that made the task somewhat doable.
The trick was crossing the medium distance gap which was, in their case, the worst of both worlds, so Paul tried to fly in something approximating a flanking circle while still being somewhat unpredictable, yet he did manage to get the firing line of the port ship to cross the other, at which point Jason fired off the small rail guns in their direction.
The Gatling guns were designed for short range and notoriously inaccurate at distance, used primarily as an anti-missile defense or for point blank carnage, but with both enemy ships in approximately the same position Jason took a wild shot and spat out over 300 rounds with one slow pull of the trigger. The elongated cloud of metallic shards expanded until it was wider than both ships combined with the closer one taking a few dozen hits, while the partially blocked one took only four impacts.
No major systems went down, but each round did chew up a bit of armor, as well as break the anti-laser reflective panels, opening up firing opportunities for Jason’s lasers if and when they ever got close enough…which was going to happen soon because the engagement zone boundary was beginning to creep up on them, though Paul was doing a good job trying to laterally skirt around it.
By the time the ships did come within range, Paul had their trajectory totally reversed and heading back towards the opposite end of the spherical zone where the enemy had first appeared, causing the intercept to happen to port, meaning their rail gun was woefully out of play. The enemy ships, however, kept firing off rounds and missing until both ships blossomed with missile plumes that arced toward the Paul and Jason’s ship like a fireworks display on the 4th of July.
Paul immediately kicked the engines into full throttle and adjusted their trajectory so the missiles were more or less coming at them from the aft. Jason only had one turret back there to work with, but he knew he had to negate some of their incoming speed or else they’d overwhelm their ship’s defenses. 
Jason launched a wave of their own intercepts, then used the laser turret to start sniping at the approaching missiles which didn’t appear to move much at all when flying at them straight on…the trick was to hit them all before they could cross the gap. 
“I need more than this,” Jason said, firing frantically.
“Five seconds,” Paul said, wanting to eke out a bit more speed…then he cut engines and used thrusters to flip the ship up on its side, bringing the bulk of their weaponry into play.
Jason’s targeting display immediately linked another laser battery to his current one, as well as linking another two which he controlled with the second joystick, while the rest went on autofire mode, as did the small rail guns that began spewing thousands of rounds in the general direction of the approaching missiles, hoping for a lucky hit.
While Paul couldn’t see it from his pod, Jason was masterfully using two targeting reticules at the same time to shoot down the approaching missiles, which was one of several reasons why he was the better gunner of the pair. Two hands, two joysticks, and one mind that had previously learned how to multitask in a target-rich environment had two little icons dancing around the screen firing at the approaching missiles and downing them with incredible speed…and with Paul’s hasty course correction effectively slowing down their approach, Jason and the ship’s computer managed to take all of them out. 
That left them tracking back towards the damaged enemy warship with the other two now in pursuit.
Paul maneuvered them directly on the line connecting the enemy ships…which caused all rail gun fire to suddenly stop.
“Sweet,” Jason commented as he grasped the tactic. The enemy was afraid of friendly fire and had to reposition before risking another shot. They, however, didn’t have that problem and Jason toggled their own rail gun controls. “Target the rear ships,” he suggested.
Smiling at the suggestion, Paul flipped them over, swapping nose for tail, then began making micro-corrections as the enemy ships tried to slip out of line, but he kept them blocking the view of their sister ship up until they finally got the idea to split up, making it impossible for Paul to block both lines.
But it was too late. Jason had already fired off four rounds, three of which hit the rightmost ship and took it out of the fight…leaving a cratered and broken hull surrounded by a halo of debris. 
With it out of the equation, Paul had little trouble staying on the targeting line with the second ship, which Jason also destroyed with more of their infinite rail gun slugs. One advantage they had was that the enemy ships had ammo limits and they did not…but then again, the enemy had unlimited ships, so all in all, they were still screwed.
Before Paul could flip the ship back over, the wounded enemy fired off a missile barrage. Jason barely got to it in time, given that their speed was actually adding to that of the missiles, and one managed to slip through…blasting a huge hole in the upper starboard armor, but failing to penetrate the hull, thankfully. Dying of simulated decompression while your weapons and engines were still intact was just plain annoying.
Paul noted several damage spots popping up on the hull, meaning laser impacts. The medium grade lasers the enemy was using were identical to the ones on their cutter, and given enough opportunity could cut through their unshielded armor within a minute if continuously targeting the same spot on the hull.
But the medium lasers were pea shooters compared to the rail guns, so when Paul got the ship aligned with the target Jason quickly finished it off with an accurately placed 3-round salvo down the centerline of the ship.
Immediately one large dot appeared on the edge of the engagement zone behind them.
“Wave five,” Paul noted with a measure of relief. They’d never gotten this far before.
Suddenly the large dot started spewing tiny dots that lined up into V-like formations.
“Oh crap,” Paul said to himself, realizing that the huge ship was in fact a carrier. 
Jason realized the trouble they were in as soon as Paul did. “Go for the big one,” he urged.
“Right,” Paul agreed, seeing his teammate’s wisdom. If they were going for maximum points, go for the big target that can’t dance around and evade their rail guns…question was if they could even get close enough to it.
By the time Paul had the ship turned around and headed for the carrier the 24 fighters were already a third of the distance to them, armed with enough missiles to take them out on a single pass as well as a pair of small lasers for utility work if the explosives weren’t enough to do the job.
Seeing that they weren’t going to even get close, Jason started firing off rail gun slugs as fast as he could, aiming at and around the target, hoping for a lucky long range hit. Even if they did some damage to the ship it would increase their point total, though it would probably take at least a dozen shots to kill it, if not more.
Needing to keep a straight line to the carrier for Jason to target, Paul couldn’t so much as touch a thruster without throwing off his aim, so he sat helplessly and watched to see how this challenge would finish out…
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Morgan sat in the trainees’ lounge along with most of the others enjoying some rare downtime as they waited for the last challenges to be completed, having nothing else to do today since she’d officially turned in her ‘finish’ notice to the trainers, indicating that she wasn’t going to attempt any more retries to up her score. While part of her didn’t like quitting early, she knew that technically there was no end to it all, and she could continue to work and improve her scores from now till infinity. 
Given that she and the others had passed all the required challenges a week ago, and most of the trainees had finished immediately rather than try and go back again for what, at this point, would have been useless gains as far as the rankings were concerned. Only a few of them were close enough in the individual lists to realistically overtake one another, and the team gaps were even wider, though the 6s were perilously close to the 7s for second place, but without a new challenge to earn more points in there was no way they were going to scrape up enough on redos to catch up in the next few weeks, and all of the trainees wanted to move on to what the trainers had called ‘The Final Challenge.’
It wasn’t for points…individual, team, or tandem, but they hadn’t been given any other information about it. They were supposed to enter it blind and, if they passed, graduate at the completion. Morgan was more than interested in tackling what was due to be probably the toughest hurdle the trainers had thrown at them yet, but she was still focused on winning the individual title, and while watching a movie on one of the big screen displays in the lounge kept checking a small data pad in her lap for the updated challenge scores.
When Paul and Jason’s naval score was updated, she half smiled/half cringed. They’d succeeded in attaining the high score on the challenge and Paul had cut her point lead over him by more than half…down to a mere 134 points. That was still a solid lead though, but not altogether impossible to overcome, especially not with Paul’s skills, but she was beginning to sense that he wasn’t going to be able to catch up, given that their score was now on par with their other four naval challenges, as far as the point differential over their competitors was concerned.
If Paul was going to catch her, they were going to have to redo this one again and do it far better or redo all five with modest improvements. She didn’t think that was likely, but a part of her didn’t feel right ruling it out either. They’d been accumulating points for two and a half years, and with only 134 between them now…well, if it had been the other way around Morgan definitely would have been going back for more redos, at least for an extra week, maybe two.
That wasn’t going to happen, however, because less than a minute after their score was posted the individual rankings suddenly crystallized…meaning they changed over to glossy blue numbers, signifying that the competition was over. So did the Tandem and team scores. 
Morgan blew out a slow breath, realizing that not only Paul and Jason had entered their finish notices, but the rest of the trainees had too…and she had officially just become sole owner of the individual #1 ranking. 
She giggled to herself quietly, not really sure what to think, then just forced herself to relax and enjoy the moment. Mission accomplished. 
That lasted all of five seconds, before her mind put it aside, as she did all her successes, and focused on the next step ahead. Morgan leaned back in her cushy chair a bit farther, settled in and watched the movie without paying much attention as her mind leapt ahead to the possible scenarios the trainers might have planned for them. The fact that they weren’t telling them anything made her all the more curious, and she found herself getting more anxious by the moment to find out exactly what this Final Challenge was going to be.
  
Paul and Jason returned to their quarters after an abnormally large Halo tournament in the lounge which lasted a good five hours and saw the 4s come out on tops, but that hadn’t really been the point. They were all making the transition out of the training cycle they’d been enduring for what seemed like the past 10 centuries…high school felt like another life to Paul, which technically it was, given how much he’d learned and developed since then. His body was far fitter and his mind far sharper than he’d ever imagined possible, but it still seemed odd that if he had gone ahead to college he’d only have been a second semester junior by now…that just seemed all kinds of wrong.
He’d kept in touch with his family and a few of his friends via video messaging and a few chats when he had the time…he was, after all, in the middle of the Pacific Ocean and several time zones off from Indiana, so downtime for him was sleep time for his parents, but his sister, who was now a college freshman, had a bit more liberal schedule, or lack thereof, and had been available for a few 4 am chats.
They all seemed the same, whereas he had drastically changed, and they’d noticed it too. His old friends were chummy enough, but he found himself disliking their mindsets and habits…belatedly realizing that he’d been the same way prior to joining Star Force, which didn’t sit well with him. They had no sense of purpose, no mission, no nothing…their lives revolved around jokes, partying, and basically nothing all wrapped up in what they thought was a very hilarious and entertaining existence.
It now seemed petty, boring, and disgusting to Paul, though he never let it show. They were his old friends after all, and he was still loyal to them, but he knew that they wouldn’t be hanging out if and when he ever got back home. His family too seemed…dull. He was fond of them, especially his sister, but the truth was he had outgrown them, and that wasn’t something he had expected to have happen.
He didn’t regret it…not at all. He loved what he was doing and the growth he had attained, but oddly he felt sorry for them. As if their lives were empty, hollow…or maybe shallow was the word. He knew in an instant that he could never go back to that lifestyle, yet they seemed quite content with it, even happy. 
Happy now seemed like a foreign concept to Paul. Everything revolved around what needed to be done, and ‘happy’ didn’t have parameters which could be studied or defined. It was abstract, and the one thing Star Force didn’t deal with was the abstract. They made a point of taking concepts that appeared abstract and breaking them down into tangible components. Everything had a reason, a function, a place in the universe. What was confusing, simply had yet to be understood. There were no paradoxes, simply a lack of sufficient logic. Mysteries were to be unraveled, questions were to be answered. The sheer idea of asking a question without wanting to know the answer now baffled Paul, whereas in the past it hadn’t.
As he thought through this and other things laying on his bed back in his quarters that night, one question above all kept popping into mind, hilariously so.
What’s your favorite color???
It was such a simple question, but one without an answer. In the past he would have said ‘clear’ just to be a smart ass, but to be honest he never really had a favorite color, or food, or music…everything had its own value, some better for some circumstances and not so much in others. That simplistic viewpoint that he seemed to have been born with had been honed into an analytical weapon by Star Force, so much so that the question now bothered him. What was a ‘favorite’ anyway? How do you define a ‘favorite?’
It was a nonsensical term, as many others were in mainstream society. ‘Opinion’ was another. What the hell was it, really? If it’s not rooted in facts, what’s the point? Like a favorite color, a person can have an opinion on anything with no reason at all…and if there is no reason behind it, isn’t it then, by definition, pointless?
Then again, Paul did have ‘favorites’ but those always had an underlying reason. His favorite weapon, favorite shirt, favorite shoes, favorite game…each of which he could describe the functional benefits of and how they were better than the other options, but the idea of having a ‘favorite’ with no rhyme or reason just annoyed the hell out of him.
By the end of the night he had traced the annoyance back to its source…with it being how much of Human society were liars, and how that deceit had infected virtually everything it touched. Politics, education, religion, sports, science…most of it was based on lies, dressed up as ‘opinion’ in one form or another, which led to…absolutely nothing. It angered Paul the most to realize that all the problems with society and his country that he’d grown up with being labeled ‘unfixable’ actually had simplistic solutions. People simply didn’t want to solve the problems, because it meant taking a long hard look in the mirror and seeing the truth for what it was…because only once you had the truth could you break down the problem and start to work the angles.
Paul also began to see, for the first time, how different Star Force was from the rest of the planet. Davis had created it from scratch and accomplished things that everyone else had declared impossible, whether it be economically, financially, or politically…and he’d proved them wrong time and again simply by studying the problem, breaking it down, and addressing each piece of the puzzle. 
Which is what everyone else should have been doing…but they didn’t, and now that Paul could see that, it galled him how pathetic Earth really was. They were fighting an impossible fight, just hoping to be able to survive against an enemy that could wipe them out in the blink of an eye if they so chose, and Earth society was so inept that they were bickering over imaginary problems that could never be solved…but ones that an open minded 3 year old could see through. 
People seemed to not only be the victims of liars and cheats, but complicit in the corruption at some level. It was like they knew, subconsciously at least, that what they were espousing wasn’t true because they deliberately avoided situations where their assertions would be busted…but in order to avoid them they had to know they existed, and if they knew they existed why hadn’t they junked their obviously erroneous notions?
Paul had to conclude that people wanted the lies because it allowed them to gain power, leverage, or self-delusion of some kind which they found advantageous. 
His own family wasn’t excluded from it either. His mom especially, who more often than not would complain about her weight and how bad sugar-rich foods were messing up her body…then she’d go out and eat more of them, only to complain again later. If they were bad for you, then why would you eat them at all?
Once Paul had begun to learn a lot more about training and how the body actually worked he broached the subject with his mom during one of their video chats when she offhandedly complained about how chocolate was a hideous creation that was making her current diet a nightmare. Paul quickly broke down the problem for her, explaining how the food wasn’t important, but rather the metabolic balance had to be corrected before the excess weight would come off. He went on to tell her how much sugar-rich foods he consumed per day, citing that if that was really the problem he would be the size of a house by now.
The response he got was depressing. His mom totally blew off his comments, recited some quips about him understanding when he got older, then changed the subject, which really annoyed Paul, almost to the point of anger. If she really felt there was a problem worth talking about, why wasn’t she seeking a solution? He’d just given it to her on a silver platter and she’d rejected it as foolishness…no, worse than that, she’d completely dodged. If she thought he was wrong she would have argued the point, but by dodging it meant she knew that she was wrong, yet still stuck to the position that chocolate was evil and causing all her problems.
Looking back on things, Paul realized she had always been that way, he’d just never thought it all the way through before…and that saddened him. He could feel a wide gap between himself and his family forming, and in a way it felt like he was losing them, but there was no way to go back and unlearn what he had learned, nor did he want to. He wanted to help them, share his new skills and knowledge, but they didn’t really want it.
On some level he accepted that it was their choice and their lives to live out the way they wanted, but he was also loyal to them and didn’t want to stand by and watch them come to harm. After all, he was training to fight a war to save the planet…why should he potentially lose his mom to a heart attack over the villainization of chocolate?
 She wasn’t really fat, though. She just liked to complain, so there wasn’t any immediate health problems, but if she and his dad and sister, let alone all his other relatives, weren’t training and instead leading stagnant lives it would kill them eventually…so logically Paul should be able to solve the problem by teaching them how to train.
Problem was, they seemed to like things as they were, and even though this whole conversation was mainly between Paul and himself, he knew that they wouldn’t listen to him even if he flew back to Indiana and gave each and every one of them a thorough lecture on the realities of life and how they needed to change things ASAP.
How do you save someone who sabotages themself…because then they are their own enemy, and you can’t destroy that which you are trying to save.
That question was one that had been gnawing at Paul for some time, and only now really crystallized in his mind. It sickened him that he had at least some of the answers to the problems that the people he cared about needed…but they didn’t want to hear them. 
He figured it was the same basic problem that Star Force faced when dealing with the various nations on the planet…they had the ability to help them solve a number of problems, both in space and on the surface, but politics always seemed to get in the way, and he wondered if the various countries really wanted to solve the problems their populations faced, or if they were only interested in paying lip service to garner…whatever. He didn’t care about learning the ways of the corrupt, he was a problem solver, and while one needed to acknowledge that stupidity existed, trying to find a logical reason for it was the ultimate paradox.
But then again, paradoxes could be solved, so a part of him could never quite give up on stupid people. 
He was realizing, as he lay in bed starting to drift off to sleep, that his biological family was no longer his real family. He had become part of Star Force, more than just signing a contract and working a ‘job.’ They were united in the quest to save the planet, and his teammates had shown themselves to be more like Paul than his own parents and sister were, and while he would never completely give up on them, he was grateful to have found his real family and his real peers. 
And for that, he owed Davis big time.
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When Paul woke up the next day he got in a morning run, showered, ate breakfast, then met up with the rest of the trainees in the same amphitheatre that they’d met up in their first day in Atlantis, when Davis had explained the threat of the V’kit’no’sat and how they were to be the tip of the spear in Earth’s resistance, and hopefully survival, against the implacable enemy. Now they were assembled again, but it wasn’t Davis that was at the podium, it was Wilson.
The head trainer stood alone, which was odd. During previous briefings he was almost always accompanied by two or three other trainers.
“Today you begin your final challenge, but unlike all the others, this one will not be scored…it will not be retried…you have one and only one opportunity to succeed.”
That immediately set the trainees on edge. Everything they had been put through prior to now had been based off a learning model, where failure was expected multiple times as one adapted to the challenge at hand. A zero-tolerance approach was something completely different for them, and it worried Paul immediately. 
What would happen if they didn’t pass? Would they wash out after two and a half years of work, all because of one challenge? That didn’t feel right at all.
“You begin now,” Wilson said, surprising everyone as he tapped a key on the podium and a hidden half door opened beneath the viewscreens behind him, sliding aside to review a one meter high dimly lit interior room or tunnel, Paul couldn’t be sure which. 
“Battle can come at any time, any place, under any circumstances. You must be ready and able to improvise on the spot if you are to survive, and now is no exception. Form a line on the stage, you must go through individually.”
Paul exchanged glances with Jason as they stood. Neither of them understood what this was all about, but they did as instructed and filed up on stage behind eight of the others while the rest waited in the seats for room to clear.
Yori was the first in line, but Wilson held up a hand to stop him as he began to stoop down to crawl through the opening. 
“Your mission is to get to the finish. If and when you do, your graduation from this program will be instantaneous. Good luck,” the Olympic gold medalist said, stepping aside to let Yori through.
Paul watched as he disappeared inside and the door closed behind him…a moment later it opened again and Wilson nodded to Tom to proceed.
“Spacing?” Jason wondered.
“I think they’re splitting us up,” Paul whispered back. “A few seconds stagger isn’t worth closing a door for.”
“Whatever it is, keep your eyes open.”
“You think our friend is going to show up?”
“I don’t know…they’re sending us in unequipped,” Jason commented as they moved up the quickly diminishing line wearing only their casual blue stripped white uniforms. For challenges they almost always wore skintight bodysuits designed for maximum agility and high durability. Granted, their casual clothes were functional enough but the shoes they wore were little more than enclosed sandals, good enough to lounge around and travel in, but not designed for anything more than that.
“They always want to keep us guessing,” Paul said as he was suddenly third back in line. “And I’m totally drawing a blank on this one.”
“Same here,” Jason said from behind him. 
“See you on the other side.”
“Live long and kick ass,” Jason whispered the amended Vulcan farewell as Emily disappeared inside, leaving Paul next in line.
The door slid closed behind her and Paul walked up next to Wilson, eyeing him closely but the man’s expression was stone. Whatever was going on, he wasn’t giving away any hints. When the door slid into the wall again, revealing what Paul now saw as a small tunnel, he stepped down onto his knees and crawled inside, leaving behind the brightly lit amphitheatre for the octagonal tunnel with tiny orange running lights.
When the door closed behind him the lights seemed to brighten and he saw that the tunnel dead ended a few meters up. He crawled ahead to a rectangular slab ringed with a solid orange glowing trim. Once his body was completely inside the outline he fell onto his shoulder as the panel abruptly lifted up from the tunnel. 
Paul glanced down at his feet and realized that the ceiling had actually been the top of a cubicle, identical in dimension to the tunnel, which was now traveling at high speed to somewhere else in the city. He felt his momentum shift again, this time going laterally as he was knocked against the side of the coffin-like chamber, then after a few more seconds of travel he came to rest with the panel in front of him sliding up to reveal another adjunct to the tunnel.
This one was about the same size as his ‘car’ but inside it on the floor was an opening with an active water pool that dipped down into a sharply descending, enclosed waterslide that led to who knows where.
Paul groaned. “Why did it have to be water?” he mumbled as he twisted about in the narrow tunnel and brought his legs out in front of him, then crab crawled forward into the pool, soaking his shoes and uniform. The water tried to pull him forward, but he kept a firm grasp on the side lips until he was situated, with his calves hanging off into the downspout of the dark tube. The orange running lights in the tunnel were not present in the waterslide.
Paul let go of the sides and was immediately pulled forward. Before he felt himself drop off the edge he leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest with his right hand coming up and pinching close his nose…then he fell down through wet blackness. 
He felt several twists and turns, losing his mental placement and having no idea which direction he was traveling…then all of a sudden his butt lost contact with the waterslide and he went air born for a split second before falling feet first into a pool of water.
His head went under, but his feet quickly hit the bottom and he stood up, pushing his head back up above the waterline which ran about even with his armpits. The edge of the pool was outlined in the glowing orange bands that stood out in stark contrast to the otherwise pitch black environment, reminding him a bit of Tron as he pulled himself out of the pool and climbed up onto dry ground, dripping streams of water out of his soaked uniform as he looked around.
His eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, but it still took him a while to define the edges of a circular room with the pool set dead center. No doors or lights were present, and the only illumination in the chamber was the single thread of orange light outlining the water. 
The only sound audible was the water spilling out of the waterslide exit in the low ceiling. Paul reached up and touched it less than half a meter above his head. It was smooth and cold to the touch, having no texture or definition of any kind. He let his fingers linger there as he walked forward and found the wall, where the ceiling curved down through the transition without any seam. 
Paul walked around the circumference of the room once, hand on the wall the entire time but coming into contact with nothing…not a door, window, switch, ridge, or bump. The room was entirely smooth, with no apparent way out. He made two more circuits, feeling low then high, but still came up with nothing.
Then he eyed the pool of water.
Figuring that was the only place left to look, Paul walked over to the edge and laid down on his stomach, bringing his eyes directly over the illumination strip which now seemed painfully bright only a few inches away.  He felt beneath the waterline along the inside of the wall until he noticed a tiny bright spot underneath the falling water. At first he thought it was just a reflection from the edge lights, but after a moment of scrutiny decided it was too constant to be from the churning water and gave it a closer look. 
Paul slid around the side of the pool, trying to get some parallax on the source and quickly confirmed it wasn’t a random reflection, but rather a small light on the bottom of the pool hidden underneath the waterfall coming down from the ceiling. Too far to reach down from the edge, Paul hopped back into the pool and, holding his nose, ducked underneath the falling water and felt around the bottom of the pool.
Where the light was he felt a bump…a soft bump. He pressed down on it and felt a click through the rubbery coating…then a ring of light lit up the wall of the pool a meter away as a hidden panel retracted, revealing an underwater passage. 
Paul looked down it for a few seconds then returned to the surface, caught another breath of air, then ducked back under and began swimming down the tunnel towards a bright light at the end. 
He emerged on the other side in another pool, this one just as shallow but surrounded by bright white ceiling lights, causing him to blink away the excessive light as he coughed some water out of his airways. Paul stood in the pool for a moment to get his bearings, noticing a different geometry to the room.
It was square rather than round, and fortunately had a standard door at the far end of the rectangle, but otherwise it was completely barren. 
Paul climbed out of the water and dripped his way over to the door, first listening for any activity on the other side. When he heard nothing he cautiously pulled open the latch and peeked through.
There was nothing to see. Opposite his position was a meter and a half of air then a flat wall.
Paul poked his head outside and glanced left and right, seeing a narrow hallway in each direction, dead ending in what looked like turns. 
“Hmmn,” he mumbled, stepping into the hall and exploring to the left. Where the hall ended it actually branched out to the right. He backtracked the other direction and found a T-junction leading to other small hallways which also dead ended. 
“Get to the finish,” Paul repeated Wilson’s final instruction. “I’m in a maze,” he deduced, glancing up at the bright white lights in the ceiling. “At least it’s a lighted one.”
As he stood a small pool of water was beginning to form at his feet, which annoyed him. Why in the world had they needed to dunk him in water to navigate a…
Paul did a double take at the water near his feet...and the trail of beads heading back to the pool room. 
“Genius,” he declared, heading off through the branching hallways.
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It took Paul over an hour to initially navigate the maze, and to make matters worse the ‘exit’ was actually a locked door that required keycard access. He was lucky enough to have stumbled across the red and yellow keycards during his wanderings, but the door had slots for five cards…meaning he’d had to go back into the claustrophobic labyrinth to hunt down the others.
The odd thing was, he’d accidentally stumbled across a 6th green keycard stashed in a hidden panel just above eye level. It stood out because of the small grooves, hardly noticeable save for the fact that the rest of the walls were perfectly smooth. The other keycards he had found lying on the ground in obscure dead ends.
On his way back out he got lost twice, but came across enough of his strategically placed puddles to find his way again and ended up back at the metallic door with a pocketful of keycards which he placed into their color coded slots next to the red and yellow. Once he had all five in place…nothing happened.
Mildly frustrated Paul glanced around, looking for a slot for the green card, but couldn’t find any…and he really hoped it wasn’t somewhere back in the maze.
Paul checked his watch…he was already 3 hours into this challenge, making it the longest by far, and if he had to go back looking again it was going to take a lot longer…and he was starting to develop a need to pee. 
He looked back at the five keycard slots placed in a circle, or more accurately a pentagonal ring in the center of the door. Each slot was colored and he’d matched them all up correctly, so what was the problem? 
Experimenting for a moment rather than start wandering the maze again searching for a possibly phantom green slot, Paul pulled out the red and inserted the green in its slot. Still, nothing happened.
He repeated the process with the other four, then started mixing and matching colors, hoping maybe they were decoys…but then he tossed that thought away quickly enough. The colors were there for a reason. He pulled them all out and stared at the door and slots for several minutes before making another attempt.
“Sequencing?” he wondered aloud, starting with the top red and working clockwise around to finish with the blue. 
No luck, so he tried counterclockwise, also without success.
“Think, Paul. There’s some puzzle here. Figure it out,” he lectured himself as his frustration grew. He stared down at the green keycard in his hand, not knowing what to make of it. Maybe one of the colors was a red herring. 
“Alphabetical,” he said, starting to try every random thing that popped into his head. He was starting to feel like he was in a video game, stuck on a level he couldn’t understand…but he didn’t have the option of restarting another day with a fresh head. He had to solve this now or be stuck in here for…however long this took. Now he understood why Wilson had said they only get one shot at this. It was one shot that they couldn’t back out of if they tried, and failure meant it continued on instead of ending.
A bit cruel, but at least Paul didn’t have to worry about failing anymore. If he didn’t succeed his present situation would remain the same, so technically there was nowhere to go except up…though his bladder did add another element to the equation, and he really didn’t want to have to pee on the floor, though that was a last ditch option if all else failed. 
Starting with the blue keycard, he inserted each one in sequence until he ended with the yellow, but nothing happened, so he revered the order, not expecting any different results. He wasn’t disappointed.
Should he have inserted the green somewhere? That stupid card was making this whole thing a lot harder.
The next idea he had was inserting them by spectral alignment, starting with red and working up to purple, but that didn’t work either. He tried the reverse just to eliminate possibilities at this point and was shocked when the door suddenly retracted up into the ceiling.
Paul let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding and looked inside. There was a small room with another three doors at opposite sides of the rectangle that looked like the inside of an ice cube. The walls were hazy clear and rough, as if they had been hewn from a glacier, with a slight bluish/green hint to the otherwise pure white coloration.
Palming the green keycard Paul walked inside and looked to see which door or doors it fitted into when the large door behind him dropped back down from the ceiling and closed off his access to the maze. He walked back up to it to see if it was motion sensitive, but the door didn’t budge and there were no keycard slots on this side to open it with.
“Forward it is,” he said, walking up to the door on his right. There was no keycard slot on this one either, but there was a small button cleverly hidden in the rough ‘ice’ of the wall. It opened the door without any mental wrangling to reveal a small pantry containing water bottles, ration bars, and some basic equipment all displayed on tiny hooks and hoists. At the bottom was a waist-high cabinet that contained various sized uniform pouches and a selection of matching shoes. 
Paul couldn’t help but smile. “That’s better, but it looks like I’m going to be in here for a while.”
Before he stripped out of his soggy clothes he checked the other doors. To his immediate right was a small circular staircase leading upward, which he didn’t follow, afraid of the doors locking behind him again. When he checked the third door he found a small restroom.
“Yeah, this is going to be a long challenge,” he said, gratefully relieving himself before grabbing one of the uniform pouches and pulling the tiny sheet of flexible fabric out. It took him two minutes to wiggle into the thing, but he was used to the process by now and got all the seams and pads settled into place in short order. Once on him, the material felt like a second skin, made to seem all the more comfortable by the soggy clothes he was ditching.
He rung out his socks thoroughly, but like his underwear the synthetic material dissipated the water quickly enough to be mostly dry after a minute’s work. He slipped back on the ankle cuppers then selected his shoe size from those available. Glad to be free of the casual wear, Paul stood up and stretched out his muscles and joints, flipping through a back bend that he’d worked a year to master and landed on his feet, feeling ready for whatever lay ahead…which was probably some form of combat.
Though there were no weapons present in the pantry, there was a utility belt and an assortment of gadgets, including a dart-pen, safety glasses, and several vials marked as F-02. From the coding he knew that they held the destunning serum that they used on a regular basis…which definitely signaled combat.
Then again, he could hardly destun himself, could he? Did that meant there were others in here with him, or could he avoid stun shots by injecting himself prior to getting hit? Regardless, he pocketed all the vials along with a couple of extra ration bars and the green keycard that he was still carrying. He downed a bottle of water and two bars then hit the staircase, running up it quickly but quietly, unsure of what waited for him at the top. 
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The staircase led up three or four stories, tightly confined within a tube-like shaft until it ended on a small platform about the size of an elevator car with a narrow doorway leading out into an urban cityscape.
He was still indoors, obviously, but there was a raised walkway that the staircase exit opened onto that ran a great distance both left and right, with the immediate area obscured by large concrete buffets rising up in tiers, the top of which held potted trees several meters over his head, but there was no ceiling to the walkway, it expanded up into a vast open air chamber reminiscent of a gigantic amusement park or mall, both by the futuristic design aesthetic as well as the sounds of running water from either a fountain or waterfall somewhere in the area.
Paul opted to head to his right and quickly came to a roundabout on the walkway with a large statue rising up from the center, the base of which was so tall that it formed a wall of its own that obscured the view of the other side. 
In between the statue and his entrance point were two ‘shops’ along the outside of the walkway. Before continuing on he doubled back and checked to see what was inside, finding one locked and one open. Cautiously he pulled open the door and walked inside, with the interior lighting immediately flicking on.
It looked like a retail store, but with no merchandise present. The front side of the shop was wall to wall glass windows, double thick with space for highlighted displays. Now that the lights were on he could see that one of them was actually a floor to ceiling aquarium, but without any fish in it.
Most of the shop was empty floor space, but there was a solid counter and what looked like a back room, both of which Paul checked. He found nothing in the counter’s many drawers, but did find a hidden staircase in the back room, identical to the one he can came up on, suggesting that he might not be alone here after all.
Suddenly Paul dropped to the ground out of reflex, turning about to face the entryway as he heard the distinctive sound of a paintball turret firing repeatedly. 
He eased back up from his crouch as he realized it was quite distant, but up until now he hadn’t heard a single sound other than water since he began the final challenge so the abrupt change momentarily spooked him.
Slipping into combat mode, Paul backtracked to the doorway and listened intently, trying to determine which direction the sound was coming from. He guessed somewhere off to his left just before it cut out, so he headed in that direction, passing by several more shops until the walkway ended in a T-junction. To the right and down into the valley-like center of the massive room were a wide set of stairs, while off to the left the hallway extended back at a right angle. In the middle of it all was an open courtyard with blue paint splatters against the shop windows on the opposite side of the ‘T.’ 
Sensing danger, Paul pushed himself up against the shop windows on his left and slowly approached the intersection, getting a better look at what was down the stairs. In the distance he spied a turret, but it was set at the wrong position to shoot him, more likely to target the lower walkway once one got down the stairs. Still, he doubted the stairs themselves would be completely uncovered, so he shied back along the shop, deciding not to explore in that direction just yet.
Paul crossed over to the concrete retaining wall and began to creep back towards the intersection so he could get a sweeping look the other way, and when he did he spotted a pair of feet just around the bend. As he moved up to the corner he saw it was one of his fellow trainees lying on the ground splattered with paint. 
He couldn’t see any turrets in the vicinity, but that didn’t mean they weren’t concealed, so he had to be sneaky about this.
Popping his head out for a split second he glanced down the stairs, happy to see no turrets sprouting from the wall or hear any shots coming his way. He repeated the process, this time looking up and finding none nearby. He chanced a step out and back behind cover, hoping to draw fire from wherever the turret was, but there wasn’t so much as a whisper whine of servos in response. Confused but determined, Paul worked his way around the corner, hugging the windows tightly until he was less than two meters away from his downed teammate and still there were no stingers flying his way.
In a low crouch Paul tried the door handle of the closest shop, finding it was unlocked. For the moment he left the body where it was and scouted out the inside. Same empty look, but a different counter and no back room. Satisfied, Paul headed back out the door and cautiously crawled out into the middle of the hallway until he got to the body.
Rolling the crumpled form over on its back he saw that it was Rex, and he had at least four blue stinger hits on his chest.
Paul grabbed an arm and dragged him off the street, not worrying about touching any of the still wet paint. The stun charge would have already bled out of it by now, remaining no more than a second or two after impact...enough to splatter and ricochet, but not enough to booby-trap a body or scenery after the fact.
Once he got Rex inside the shop he pulled him back behind the counter for some cover. He opened one of the compartments on his utility belt and pulled out the dart pen as he noticed something on a rack inside the counter. Curious he stepped over his unconscious friend and pulled out a small box, inside of which was a small paintball pistol and two clips. 
“Finally,” he said with relief, inserting the first clip so the stingers could begin charging. He slipped the second into a specialized expandable pouch on the back of his belt that made it handy for quick reloads. Altogether he had probably 40 shots, guessing at the size of the clip. It was smaller than they normally used, as was the pistol, but at least it would give him a way to deactivate the turrets if he came across one he couldn’t sneak around.
Turning his attention back to Rex, he loaded up the dart pen with an F-02 vial and gave him the first of the six injections it carried, then stashed it back into its pouch as Rex shook himself awake, more than a bit disoriented.
“Relax, you’re safe,” Paul said quickly, placing a hand on his chest to steady him. 
“Is it over?” he asked, half sitting up.
“Hardly. Looks like we’re in this until we win. What got you?”
“Rover,” Rex said, blinking away the last bits of grogginess. “New model. Whisper quiet, concealed treads. I turned around and it was right behind me.” He spied the pistol in Paul’s hand. “Any more of those lying around?”
“Hope so, this is the first I’ve found,” he said, offering his hand and pulling Rex to his feet.
“Have you found any of the others?”
“You’re the first I’ve come across, but I did hear sounds of a firefight a moment ago, so there’s definitely someone else out there,” he said as a slight whirring sound prompted them both to stop talking and scoot down behind the counter just as a rover passed into view through the windows.
Paul noted the design changes. Now basically a geometric shape, the treads or wheels were completely covered by the side panels with less than half an inch gap at the bottom. Furthermore, the top turret was now concealed instead the cupola, which was slanted upward like a thick pyramid with the flat cap being able to swivel about. 
But most important of all…there was no target sphere on top for them to deactivate it with, meaning it was impervious to their stingers.
“Now that’s just cheating,” Paul said as it drove on past. 
“How much do you want to bet they made them heavier too so we can’t flip them?”
Paul considered that. “But, they do now have a blind spot on top.”
Rex cracked a smile. “You want to ride one?”
“Not really, but if they’d been smart they would have gave it a spherical top with a 180 degree dorsal rotation.”
“If the stingers won’t take them out, why give us the weapons?” Rex asked.
“I saw a stationary turret down past those stairs,” he said, pointing through the wall on their right, “and it had a target sphere on top. Must just be the rovers that they made immune.”
“Temporary?”
“Haven’t found out yet. Didn’t find this until I dragged you in here,” he told him, hefting the pistol in his left hand for emphasis.
“How long have I been out?”
“Don’t know, I just got here a few minutes ago. How much of the area did you scout?”
“Down there,” Rex said, pointing to the left, “is a courtyard ringed by shops. It’s a dead end but large enough to hold a football game in. I came up a stairwell at the base of the fountain…they have water here, by the way.”
“Guess the kid gloves are coming off for this one,” Paul said, wary of getting stunned and drowning in a stupid pool of water. He wondered if they’d stop or postpone the challenge if someone did go in face down…or if they were truly on their own for this one.
“Looks that way. The courtyard has plenty of stuff in the center for cover, so I looked around a bit then headed down this hall. Never got a chance to check the shops, the stupid rover came up from behind me, meaning it was hiding somewhere in the courtyard or emerged through a hidden entrance. I really don’t see how I could have missed it, but there it was and down I went.”
“Alright, let’s head back there and go through the shops. Hopefully we can pick up a few more weapons.”
Rex nodded and leapt up over the counter effortlessly and walked up to the windows. Paul opted to round the corner and stay on the floor as he followed him up in a flanking position on the right side, pistol held at ready for whatever they might encounter. 
Rex popped his head outside, looked both ways, then took off to his left at a jog, with Paul following a few steps behind. They backtracked down the hallway, ducking into every store along the way that was unlocked, of which they only found two, both of which were empty. When they got into the courtyard they stayed together to watch each other’s backs and began searching room by room, finding that two thirds were locked.
It took them twenty minutes to search the entire area, dodging four rovers in the process, which seemed to be circulating on a predictable pattern. One of them was actually a pair following a few meters apart, which was another innovation the trainees hadn’t encountered before. Disabling one had always been a challenge, but with a second present it was going to be ten times as difficult.
Fortunately the things weren’t very bright, and at the moment at least appeared to be operating on computer control rather than by remote, making them easy to dodge moving from one obstruction to another or just hiding out in stores. By the time Paul and Rex left the courtyard they’d collected two more pistols and a shield, which Paul now carried. Rex had passed on it in favor of dual wielding.
They both stopped short of the stairs and took a knee as they scanned the long hallway to the right that Paul had come from, making sure it was clear of rovers, then ascertained what they could from their vantage point down into the artificial valley that seemed to run parallel to the concrete retaining wall.
They spotted not one, but six turrets within vision range, all propped up on short pillars to give them excellent lines of fire in what looked like a commons area with benches and vegetation, along with an artificial creek flowing down from a waterfall and passing out of view. Several walkways crisscrossed over it on small bridges while others seemed to run parallel, all connecting to more shops, some of which appeared to be open air booths in the center.
Rex spied what looked like the barrel of a sniper rifle in one of the booths, but the approach was impossible to get past the turrets…at least with the two of them and their limited ammunition. Furthermore, there was no way they could get past the stairs more than a few meters before they ran into the crisscrossing fire from the turrets in view, not to mention how many more could be concealed to the right.
The left end of the valley seemed to be capped where the waterfall emerged, meaning all the ruckus would be to the right, which was probably where Paul had heard the weapons fire from. Unable to scout it directly, the only available option was to head back the way Paul had come and check out what lay on the other side of the statue.
With a quick hand signal Paul motioned for them to leave, with Rex falling into a staggered line formation behind him yet slightly to his right to maintain his line of fire forward while close enough that he could duck behind his shield carrying partner on a moments’ notice. They made it all the way down to the statue when another round of weapons fire broke out somewhere on the other side of the concrete retaining wall. 
Suddenly Rex yanked Paul to the right, circling behind the statue just as he noticed a faint whine coming from the left. He caught just a glimpse of the front end of the silver plates covering the rover before Rex had leveraged him away. He threw his friend a quick ‘thank you’ nod as they backtracked around the base of the statue the opposite direction so as to stay out of sight.
Paul kept watch on the rover while Rex ran a few steps ahead and scouted out the opposite side. Like clockwork, the rover moved down the hallway/street back towards the courtyard like the others had.
Rex reappeared behind Paul and threw him two quick hand signals, prompting him to frown and follow. The other side of the statue ended with a 90 degree arc of stairs that lead down to the ‘valley’ which spread out in a dog leg to the right. From their elevated vantage point they could see acres of cityscape filled with streets, shops, and many, many turrets mixed into a multitude of cover. 
Rex pointed down at the stairs, then back at the rover, making Paul realize that the stupid device must be able to climb stairs now too. Then off in the distance they spotted motion and heard the firing of more than one turret, but they couldn’t see exactly which ones. 
A waving hand half immersed in vegetation caught Paul’s eye and he returned the gesture, then received a series of signals informing them where to go. 
“Did you catch that?” Paul whispered beside Rex. 
“Most of it. You lead and I’ll watch our flank.”
Paul nodded and rushed down the stairs, dropping into cover behind a low wall that ran parallel to the hall they’d just emerged from. After that it was a delicate matter of running, jumping, and rolling from cover to cover in a precise path to avoid the overlooking turrets and meandering rovers until they crossed the trainees’ skirmish line and into ‘friendly’ territory.
Mark met them just past the line and led them back into an impromptu command center in a shop at the back of a small courtyard that had improvised barricades erected to block any incoming rovers should they penetrate the lines.
“Rex, Paul,” Greg said as they walked through the door. “Good, you’re already armed. Don’t suppose either of you picked up a keycard?”
Rex shook his head, but Paul dug into his utility belt and held up the green keycard that he’d found back in the labyrinth. 
“Finally,” Sara said with obvious relief, standing behind the windows so she could receive/send hand signals from trainees stationed in line of sight relay points throughout their territory.
“What’s it open?” Paul asked, tossing it to Greg.
“Armories, one per card. We’ve accessed two so far, but that’s not enough to fully equip an assault force.”
“Well, I just spent a good number of minutes stunned unconscious and he just arrived,” Rex said to his 7s team leader, “so fill us in on what’s happening.”
“Over here,” Greg said, walking back to the counter that all the shops seemed to have at least one of. On top of it was a crude map drawn up in blue paint, apparently scavenged from enemy stinger rounds. “This place is huge. We’ve discovered five zones thus far. We’re here in zone 3 and have control up to this line,” he said, pointing at a jagged blue arc nibbling into zone 2. “Where did you guys come from?”
“Here,” Rex said, dipping his finger in a glob of paint and drawing the courtyard add on to zone 1. “It’s a dead end and we cleaned out all the weapons we could find.
Greg nodded, happy to have a bit more of the map filled in.
“Have you found the finish area that Wilson mentioned?” Paul asked.
“We suspect it’s somewhere past zone 5, that’s the most heavily defended. Right now what we have of teams 3 and 4 is consolidated with our heavy weapons and are working on pacifying zone 4, here,” he said, pointing to the area on the opposite end of the long valley. “We think there are at least two more armories there, plus an assortment of other weapons scattered in random locations.”
“We spied what might have been a sniper rifle here,” Rex said pointing to zone 1. “Stuck right in the middle of turret city.”
“Out in the open?” Greg asked, curious.
“Hard to tell without a scope, but I think so.”
“How are you taking out the turrets?” Paul asked.
“The hard way,” Greg said, almost grumbling. “They’re temporary, so we’re having to physically disassemble them one at a time to secure an area, and we’re running low on ammo, which is why we need the keycards so bad.”
“What are you using to take them apart?”
“Bare hands at first, then we started to improvise some tools from the salvage.”
That explained where the blue paint for the map had come from.
Paul nodded his understanding. They were making progress, but the trainers had designed this challenge to be as difficult as possible. “Where do you want us?”
“With you two we’re up to 37, so we’ve still got a lot of people missing. Finding and linking up with them is our first priority. Rex, I want you to replace Jason on the skirmish line so he and Paul can do some scouting for us.”
“Which direction?”
“The back end of zone 1,” he said, pointing to the valley on the opposite side of the staircase coming down from Rex’s courtyard. “We think there might be another zone past it, maybe one past 4 too, but we can’t assault both at once. You think you can get some eyes over there?”
“We’ll find a way,” he said confidently. “Any more 2s around?”
“Just Megan. She’s high point on the relay line.”
“Where’s Jason?”
“Somewhere near here, last I knew,” Greg said, glancing at Sara.
She took the cue and sent a query through their improvised communications grid. A response came back in under a minute detailing his approximate location.           
Eyes still on the window, Sara stepped over and pointed her finger at the map, swinging it around in a tight circle in zone 2.
“Got it,” Paul said, heading for the door with Rex. “Any sign of our best friend yet?”
“Not yet,” Sara answered. “But we’re keeping a close watch.”
“Say hi for me if you find him,” Greg said, tossing Paul a paintball grenade.
Paul nodded then headed off for the skirmish line to find Jason.
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It took Paul and Jason more than an hour to sneak their way to the other side of zone 1, but when they did they were able to hook up with 15 other trainees that were pinned down in their own makeshift bunker, slowly working their way through the heavy defenses in zone 6. None of them had access to any keycards, so they were having to make do with what weapons and ammo they could scrounge from the immediate area, though they had managed to take out one of the rovers and were in the process of prying off its panels to use as improvised shields.
Jason helped Jax and Martin tear out the paintball turret and reconfigure it into a crude handheld version that required two people to operate, but once they got the basic operations worked out it provided the necessary firepower to subdue the nearby turrets and allow the trainees to expand their holdings while punching a line through the zone for Paul and Jason to move on through into another new zone, which they labeled as 7.
They eventually met up there with the assault force that had driven through zone 4, and with their help secured a pathway back into zone 6 so they could exfiltrate the trainees there and incorporate them into the overall command structure, arming them with some of the heavy weapons recovered and reconstituting the original teams a bit more as they pushed their lines out wider and further into the turret fields.
After nearly 10 hours of fighting a total of 8 zones had been pacified, leaving only the heavily defended zone 5 before them…plus whatever lay on the other side. So far they hadn’t even been able to get eyes on what was past that narrow chokehold, but they knew that was the way they had to go simply because they had exhausted all other options.
Twelve of the trainees were still unaccounted for, but the 88 that were assembled had begun napping in shifts in preparation for what was going to be the largest assault yet on zone 5, all the while keeping a lookout for ambushes from rovers or the Black Knight, who had as of yet not been seen.
Thanks to the still accessible restrooms and food and water stores, the trainees had been able to rest and refuel to some extent as they concocted their plan for breaching zone 5, which began with sniper suppression on the leading turrets through the choke point, barely more than four meters wide.
Paul, Jason, and the rest of the 2s minus Emily and Dan, who were still unaccounted for, waited patiently in zone three for the snipers to do their work, then followed the complete teams of 4s and 6s into the breach armed with handmaid tools. 
As the twenty trainees in front of them cleared a foothold of turrets, it was the 2s responsibility to start physically disassembling them, so Paul and Jason leapt up on the third one they passed and began prying off the armor plates to get at the wires and connecting tubes coming from the ammo stores up to the quad barrels. After several previous hours of practice they’d gotten the mechanics down to a quick rhythm, but there were so many overlapping turrets that even with 20 trainees covering for them it was difficult to keep all those in range suppressed so the 2s weren’t target practice when they climbed up on top.
When they succeeded in permanently disabling the first four turrets that eliminated the chokehold point and let the trainees begin fanning out on the other side. Teams 1 and 9 came through next to assist with the suppression effort while 8s came in to assist the 2s with dismantling.
As Paul climbed up their second temporarily disabled, paint splattered turret he caught a glance at the whole of zone 5. It was a large, flat open area with what looked like tree trunks sprouting everywhere, except they were turret pillars. There was little other cover, though the base of each pillar was wide enough to hide a person each. Paul thought he saw a pair of exits past the forest but couldn’t spend any time observing. He and Jason needed to get this turret deactivated before it could come back to life, in which case they’d have to drop to the ground, allow it to be shot again, then climb back up and repeat.
If they were quick, and lucky, they could get the job done in the first 20+ second window they had, but the danger also came from the fact that when up on top they were in a direct line of fire from the surrounding turrets. It was their teammates’ responsibility to keep those quiet, and even as they worked Paul could see paint being added to those already deactivated, depositing more stun charge to keep them quiet.
 It was hard work, made all the harder when three rovers appeared, meandering through the ‘trees.’ They’d had to drop down off their perches and deal with them before returning to work, which wasted a lot of valuable ammunition in the process. In the end, the rovers were upended and the ‘tree cutting’ work continued until they had cleared out the entire zone, opening up access to two additional areas.
As the trainees advanced, another tool bearing team began disassembling the rovers and appropriating their armor plating. As the assault teams secured the exits the team leaders did an ammo count, finding their supplies dangerously low. Worse yet was the fact that this zone had no pickups of any kind. It was just a kill zone, plain and simple.
“What have we got?” Paul asked as he stepped up behind Morgan as her 6s probed the side exit.
“More like before,” she whispered, signaling ahead to her scouts. “Hopefully with the others and some weapons.”
Jason caught the last few signs relayed back and frowned. “Something new?”
“Ceiling turrets…and a lot of paint on the ground.”
Someone tapped Paul on the shoulder. When he turned around it was Brian.
“Get to the other door, they found something.”
Paul and Jason exchanged glances and headed off, leaving the exploring of this new zone to Morgan and her team. They met up with Greg, Sara, and Rafa at the far end of the turret forest where they were stationed just inside a median doorway, with the other side obscured by three finger-like walls interlaced so that one had to walk right/left/right to get to the other side. 
“Found it,” Sara reported as the pair caught up to the informal command group. “And guess who’s guarding the door…”
“Figures,” Jason muttered. “What have we got?”
“Large open area,” Greg reported. “Far end has a pair of columns that bracket the finish line, along with four flanking turrets. Out in front of them is the Black Knight, pacing back and forth just waiting for us. Between here and there we’ve got nothing to hide behind.”
“What about backside turrets?” Paul asked.
“We haven’t checked yet,” Sara told him. “We don’t want to spook our friend until we’re ready.”
“We still haven’t found the others yet, either,” Rafa pointed out.
“The other door leads to a zone filled with ceiling turrets,” Paul told them. “Let’s put up a barricade here and focus our attention on the other room. Maybe one of the others is still holding onto a keycard.”
Greg nodded. “We’ll bring the rover husks up and block this off. Go find the rest of us,” he told Paul and Jason.
“Let us know if the bastard gets squirrely,” Jason said as they headed off. 
  
The last zone had vertical cover in the way of arched walkways and covered pavilions to run between, making it a doable navigation challenge, but not an area that they could lock down like the others. They found two bodies out in the open, which they retrieved using some of the rover plates as overhead shields, and the other 10 trainees holed up in a back ring promenade with a concrete retaining wall that blocked the firing lines of the central-mounted turrets.
After reviving Andy and Brad they had a quick inventory session, finding that this group had already accessed a local armory and had been conserving their ammo since they had nowhere to go. Emily said they’d scouted as far as the outskirts of zone 5, but had suffered a few casualties trying to fight their way past the turret field. After they’d retrieved the unconscious and retreated back to their safety ring they’d been forced to stay put and brainstorm ways of circumventing the defenses.
They’d failed, and had been stuck fuming long enough that they’d tried to get at the ceiling turrets by flinging pieces of shrapnel up at them, resulting in Andy going down in the middle of the open where he couldn’t be easily retrieved. Their subsequent rescue attempt had stranded Brad there as well.
What they did have were three extra keycards, so as soon as Paul and Jason got their missing teammates back to friendly territory they immediately went on a treasure hunt back into the other zones to unlock more of the hidden armories and resupply their small army. 
  
After getting everyone equipped, Paul and Jason returned to the group leaders council with a few extras in attendance. They’d always represented the 2s as a pair, which no one had ever complained about, but several of the stranded trainees were milling about, eager to get involved in the action.
“Are you sure?” Morgan asked Jason.
He nodded confidently. “We can handle it with fire support. We’ve certainly had plenty of practice.”
“And when he knocks you unconscious?” Kerrie prompted.
“Not the plan, but if it happens distract him long enough to pull me out.”
“He knows we’re going to try and take him down,” Paul explained. “Best thing to do is the opposite. Stall him long enough to get everyone past. We’ve done it before, we can do it again.”
“Just two of you?” Rafa asked.
“We need to stay mobile. More bodies means more to trip over when people start going down, and he’s used that tactic against us before,” Jason argued. “If one of us goes down, by all means send someone else to fill in.”
“I’ll handle that,” Morgan volunteered.
“Backup plan?” Ian asked.
“Make like a lemming,” Greg half joked. 
“He’s right,” Sam agreed. “If we can get to the pillars we’ll be out of range of the flanking turrets. Once there we can provide fire support.”
“How do we actually finish?” Ben asked.
“Pass through the pillars,” Greg said, shrugging. “Beyond that it’s anyone’s guess. Wilson just said get there.”
“And what if there’s another chamber on the other side?”
“Then Paul and Jason have their work cut out for them,” Greg answered tongue in cheek. 
“The walls past the columns are covered in blue lights, so I think we can safely assume that’s the end,” Sara pointed out.
“Alright, let’s do this,” Steve said, holding out his fist towards the center of the group. The others stepped in and added their hands on top. “We get to those columns we graduate…just make sure we don’t leave anyone behind.”
“We won’t,” Morgan agreed. 
Paul raised an eyebrow at Greg, who returned his gaze.
“I don’t do chants anymore,” he said deadpan, then cracked a smile. “Let’s kick some ass.”
  
A couple of scouts poked out of cover first, confirming the existence of back wall turrets, and were quickly followed by what looked like an old school Roman phalanx hidden beneath sections of rover armor supplemented by personal shields. As soon as the Black Knight saw the trainees appear he immediately rushed them, but before he could cross the wide open area the formation split in two…one half staying near the corner entrance and the other traveling along the back wall turrets, taking them out with stun sticks as they walked up to them at point blank range.
Several snipers poked out of cover and began shooting at the Black Knight, but as Jason and Paul walked up behind them ready to spring into diversionary action a wall rose up on the far end of the chamber until it was two meters high and obscuring the distant turrets from view…then dozens of panels on the side walls opened up to reveal concealed turrets. 
“Go!” Greg yelled from behind the armored plug covering the door, realizing that they needed to act fast. The ‘turtle’ broke up with small three man teams running forward behind a single shield, heading down the line of turrets nearest them while others angled across the room to the far side, hiding behind rover armor as they ran as fast as they could.
A mass of trainees followed them, with a few going down immediately as the turrets opened fire en mass. 
Jason and Paul hesitated a moment, letting the others draw fire from the turrets, then they joined the in with the flow, breaking off at the last moment to run towards the center where the Black Knight was just catching up to the armor carrying leaders. He took down two of the trainees within a second, then bounced a third back with a kick to his shield before Paul got to him.
Armed with nothing more than a stun stick…even having forgone his utility belt for maximum agility…Paul swung at the Black Knight’s right flank, prompting him to swat his way with his extremely long sword and momentarily take his attention away from the others. Paul ducked and back stepped, readying himself for a flurry of parries, and the Black Knight didn’t disappoint.
Completely ignoring the turrets, he focused entirely on the black armored giant, swinging his short stun stick around defensively, deflecting a jab then a wicked vertical roundhouse swing that cracked hard against the floor a few inches away from his foot. The Black Knight was still considerably stronger than he was, and even with his improved sparring proficiency Paul had to work hard to keep from being completely dominated on each crossing of blades.
Fortunately Jason got to them a moment later and circled around, putting the Black Knight between them where they began a yoyo distracting game with him, as they had done before. Sensing their tactic, the Black Knight literally ran through Paul, knocking him bodily aside and swatted at Mark as he ran by.
Mark barely saw it coming, his attention was so focused on the turrets. He went down with a strike to his chest as the snipers, still placed at the doorway, added a few more green splatters to the Knight’s armor, then held fire as Morgan came flying across into view, jump kicking into the Knight’s lower back and sending him tumbling to the floor.
Wise enough not to press the issue, she retreated and let Jason and Paul deal with him as he swung his sword around in a wide arc while still on the floor, catching Kerrie in the foot. The other trainees parted like a school of fish away from a shark, leaving the immediate area open as Paul slashed at the Knight’s right leg as he stood up in an adrenaline fueled flash.
Jason ducked under his response to Paul and jabbed him in the midsection, delivering their first stun stick hit. It didn’t take him down, but added several sniper rounds’ worth of energy into the resistant black armor as Jason wisely backtracked and rolled out of reach, but unnecessarily. Rather than be distracted back and forth, the Knight had decided to ignore Jason and focus exclusively on Paul.
Morgan sensed the move before it even happened, and ran to help Paul while Jason was still out of range. She ducked down and slid underneath his shoulder height and jabbed into his right thigh. When he ignored it and wacked Paul from overhead, knocking him off balance and falling backward, Morgan dropped her stick and wrapped her arms and legs around the Black Knight’s ankles, trying to squeeze them together and tip him over.
She succeeded when Jason rammed him in the back and the three of them toppled to the ground. The Black Knight’s sword discharged on the floor, but he swung the hilt back and hit Morgan in the head. Unconscious or disoriented, Paul couldn’t tell which, her grip immediately let go and the Black Knight kicked her body aside.
Meanwhile Jason rolled away, giving the snipers a brief shot, which they took, adding two more splotches of paint to the plate on his back before Paul slashed at his helmet as he climbed to his knees.
The stick never got that far, easily slapped aside by a twirling sword that Paul knelt down to redirect over his head, then he stepped forward and poked the Knight in the faceplate, only to quickly retreat backwards, literally running several steps away.
The Knight followed him, with Jason trailing a step behind, hopping over Morgan’s prone body, which Oni quickly approached and hefted over her shoulders, carrying her down the course and away from the Knight as the pair of 2s continued to battle him. Everywhere else in the chamber the turrets had gone down and the trainees were running towards the far wall which was providing their last hazard, for they had to climb up and over it to get to the finish columns…with the last four turrets sitting ready to shoot them as they came over.
Greg took charge of the suppression effort at the wall, organizing shooters at the corners to distract the turrets and coat them in pain while others formed two-man catapults, interlocking hands to boost lighter trainees up and over the wall in one smooth, quick motion. A half dozen of them landed on the other side with stun sticks and rushed the turrets. Four of them went down immediately, but more continued to launch over and the numbers game played out in their favor.
With the last turrets disabled, Greg let the others carry their unconscious teammates across the finish area while he and the snipers turned back to assist Paul and Jason…just in time to see Paul go down.
“Fall back!” Greg yelled.
Jason heard the call and ran backwards as fast as he could, but his line took him laterally instead of towards the finish…by design. His doing so opened up the firing lines for the snipers and others stationed on or near the wall who started firing on the Black Knight for the two seconds it took him to get to Jason.
Not waiting for a better opportunity, Greg dropped his rifle and sprinted towards where Paul was laying and scooped him up as Jason literally danced around the Black Knight, constantly evading him and not even trying to land a blow, knowing he only had a few seconds before he went down too.
Greg didn’t waste the opening he was providing and got Paul back to the wall and into the hands of the others, then grabbed his rifle from the floor and joined the others in providing suppressive fire, bringing the Knight to a knee for a moment, giving Jason a chance to run for the wall.
“Over!” Greg yelled, firing one last shot then tossing his weapon aside and climbing. Some of the snipers were now sitting on top and continued to fire at the Black Knight as he got to his feet and slowly ran towards the wall, for his usual super speed was now diminished to just a hair slower than Jason’s adrenaline powered stride.
“Here!” Emily and Brian yelled, sitting on top and reaching their hands down for Jason to grab. With their leverage he actually walked up the wall and rolled over head first along with the last of the stragglers. 
He fell hard on the other side, actually pulling Emily and Brian down with him, nailing his funny bone on the floor…but it didn’t matter. He was only steps away from graduating, and with a firm grasp on his wrist Tom pulled Jason up and across the line into a long hallway that was now open on the far side. 
Jason had been the last across, with the Black Knight not following them over the wall. Standing in the blue lighted ‘victory corridor’ he saw Paul get an injection from Sara and blink his way back to consciousness while the others filed their way out the brightly lit exit at the other end.
“We did it,” Jason told him as Sara hauled Paul to his feet wobbily. The Black Knight’s sword carried the largest stun charge of any weapon in their arsenal.
“Did we get everyone?” he asked, looking around.
“Yep,” Sara answered, slapping him on the butt. “Nice decoy work. You make for a good piñata.”
Paul laughed and walked with her and Jason down the hallway following the others out of the challenge ‘city.’ “What now?”
“Good question,” Jason echoed. “They never said what we’d be doing after graduation.”
“I think he’s going to tell,” Sara said, spotting Wilson and several other trainers waiting for them at the exit. When they got there and the doors sealed the training area behind them in one final gesture of completion as the head trainer looked around at all 100 trainees surrounding him in a tight group, filling the long hallway that connected back to the prep areas and park courses a half mile away through the city’s interior.
Before they headed back, Wilson raised a hand to get their attention and the chit chat cut out immediately.
“Congratulations,” he said loudly to make sure all could hear. “Your basic training is over. Now on to the hard stuff…” 
  
  
  
STAR FORCE Facebook Page
  
STAR FORCE Wiki
  
  
                
  
  



Table of Contents
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10


cover.jpeg





