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      A crack split the near pitch blackness of the troop bay, mid-morning light searing the edge of Mark Taylor’s vision as the ramp of the transport groaned open. The heat hit first, oppressively humid, laced with the sweet, rotting tang of wetland decay. It crawled over his skin like a second layer of clothing. He inhaled deeply anyway. Anything was better than the recycled stink of too many bodies crammed too close for too long.

      He and the thirty-nine other trainees sharing this transport had been standing shoulder to shoulder, chest to pack, for the two-hour flight from the almost city-like settlement that was Intergal’s Basic Academy and Training Headquarters. Crammed in like cargo ready for a deep-haul jump. But now it was over, and as the ramp settled onto the ground, he caught his first glimpse of the five-building island that would be home for the next three years.

      The four-story buildings constituting the Special Forces Academy formed a pentagon around a large multi-use field, with smaller, bricked, pentagonal plazas connecting adjacent buildings and forming the complex’s five points. Taylor’s eyes tracked the pattern, mentally mapping sightlines and blind spots. No fences were visible, but there had to be something, whether force fields or perimeter drones, to keep wildlife or not-so-wild-life from entering or leaving the complex.

      Taylor’s troop transport was one of three that had landed in the middle of the field, with their perfectly aligned ramps disgorging their group of trainees. Unlike the year before, when they had started their training at the Basic Academy, this gaggle of mostly teenage second-year trainees filed out of the transports in an orderly fashion.

      Thirty meters ahead of them stood three dozen officers in two offset rows. With their feet shoulder-width apart and their hands clasped in the small of their back, the officers watched silently as the trainees disembarked and assembled into twelve neat rows in front of them.

      Once the trainees assumed their places and matched the officers’ parade rest stance, an officer in the center of the front row of his formation stepped forward. He wore the same plain, dark gray uniform, stripped of insignia, as the rest of his cadre, so it wasn’t clear if he was the commanding officer of the base, the unit, the trainers, or just a member of the pack chosen to lead today’s initiation. Taylor doubted he would find out anytime soon. He was right.

      “Welcome to your crucible,” the officer’s voice boomed across the assembly.

      Taylor’s jaw tightened reflexively. The words weren’t new, but here, starting his training to become one of the best Intergal had to offer, they landed heavier.

      The man’s voice was not electronically enhanced or transmitted, so either his vocal projection was excellent or the field had some hidden acoustical design.

      Taylor resisted the instinct to look. With today’s nanotech, he wouldn’t spot it without closer inspection anyway. And he would not allow himself to be called out for breaking formation. While the regs allowed head movement during parade rest, instructors delighted in using even the most far-fetched justification to pounce on a trainee. At least the instructors at the Basic Academy had.

      “For the next few months,” the officer continued, “you will learn what it truly means to be miserable all the way around.” He paused to let his words sink in, then indicated the cadre standing on each side of him. “And we’re here to make sure that happens.” He paused again. “We’re not your friends. But we, and this facility, are going to be the closest you will have to a secure haven. The jungle out there,” he indicated the area beyond the buildings, “is not made for humans. Most of its fauna and flora is able to kill you, and will try to do so the moment you step out of the sanctity of this little spot of heaven.” He let his gaze glide slowly over the assembled trainees. The corners of his mouth turned up into a wolfish grin. “And you will spend a large chunk of your time out there.” He held the predatory leer a moment longer, then turned serious again.

      “There are eight ID stations that will give you your storage locker code and assigned berth. You will secure everything but your assault pack and the clothing, shoes, and belt you’ve been issued at Basic in your locker below, then return here to tap in.” He stepped aside to allow everyone a clear view of a chest-high column with a flat, angled top. “Once you’ve tapped in,” he continued, “you will move to your berth, where you will find the kit you will be using from now on out. You will stow your kit properly and get ready for your first inspection. If you pass inspection when one of my friends here arrives in your quarters, you’ll be one of the few lucky ones to get some free time. Everyone else will make their first acquaintance with the local fauna.” His grin widened again.

      “How much time do we have until the inspection?” mumbled someone behind Taylor.

      It was barely more than a whisper, but it didn’t escape the attention of the officers. The gazes of the whole cadre zeroed in on the hapless trainee like targeting lasers. The lead officer let his gaze roam a moment longer before pinning it on the trainee.

      “Cardua,” he said without raising his voice. “Front and center.”

      The other trainees stepped aside as a gangly teenager made his way to the front of the formation, then closed rank behind him like water flowing around a piece of driftwood.

      “Drop and give me fifty,” the officer said. When Cardua hesitated momentarily, the officer added, “With your gear in place.”

      Cardua took a slow breath as he lowered to the ground and started the fifty push-ups he had been assigned.

      The pack on Taylor’s back suddenly felt much heavier than the thirty kilos it weighed.

      Once Cardua completed his set, the trainer instructed him to stay in the ready position and then addressed the rest of the assembled trainees.

      “Unlike Basic, where you competed against each other, this is a team sport,” the officer told the trainees. “We are nothing without our teammates. We eat, sleep, and train with them. We share our successes and failures with them. And so do you, starting from the moment you stepped onto this field. However, since the teams are assigned by AI and we won’t know who will be sharing Cardua’s pain until you each have arrived in your quarters, we will have to expand on the concept.” He paused and lowered his gaze to Cardua’s prone form. A smile spread across his face momentarily, then he snapped his gaze up and barked, “Group, Attention, half left face, kiss the deck.”

      The formation immediately loosened to give everyone room to fall into a prone position. Once every trainee had assumed the push-up starting position, the officer said, “Let’s start with fifty to show we’re a team. Cardua count them out.”

      By the third set, Taylor’s triceps burned, and sweat slicked his hands against the cracked dirt. Around him, labored breaths turned ragged, but no one broke position. Not yet. They repeated the process four times, totaling two hundred and fifty push-ups, before the trainer was satisfied that they had completed the set with acceptable unity. Taylor’s arms felt like jelly as he pushed himself back onto his feet and resumed his previous place in formation.

      The officer’s gaze raked over them one last time, sharp and calculating, before he gave a curt nod. “Dismissed.”

      Taylor’s muscles were still quivering as he moved out, but his mind was already turning over what came next. This crucible ran on a schedule.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            FIRST MOVES

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor scanned the plaza to locate the eight ID stations the instructor had listed. He spotted three of them right away, stationed at the center of nearby plazas, their sleek terminals already drawing clusters of trainees. Two more were probably in the two plazas the transports currently blocked from his view. He turned to head in that direction. Two trainees were going in the same direction three meters ahead of him. From behind, most trainees looked the same: arms and legs draped in light gray fatigues sticking out of an oversized duffle bag of a slightly darker shade. Taylor was sure he hadn’t met the guy on the right before. He was tall enough that the duffle slung across his back looked more like an oversized trekking pack than standard issue. Broad shoulders filled out his fatigues, and there was an ease to his stride, a controlled bounce that spoke of muscle under the bulk.

      “I told you to keep your flap shut,” the big guy said.

      “I didn’t think they would hear me,” the other guy replied. Taylor recognized the voice as Cardua’s.

      “I warned you about that, too.”

      Cardua huffed non-committedly. “So, how much time do we have?”

      “No idea. But less than you hope. And definitely not enough to do this walking.” The big guy sped up to a jogging trot. Once he was past the transport, he paused to look around. “This way.” He indicated the building that formed the base of the pentagon shape of the complex and started to jog in its direction without verifying if his friend was following.

      Taylor studied the endpoint of his trajectory and found an open door in the left half of the building. A quick scan of the buildings within his sight showed that this door was the only one open. Three ID stations were unaccounted for. Could it be that they were tucked away inside buildings and marked with open doors? It would be worth a try, as most trainees were running toward one of the five visible ID stations, with lines forming in front of multiple. Taylor shrugged, then veered after Cardua and his towering friend.

      The doorway led through a short hallway into a conference room. In its center stood an ID station. One trainee was already accessing it; another waited behind him, followed by the big guy and Cardua. Taylor was fourth in line. Not bad, considering that each of the other stations already had at least ten people in line, with many more trainees enroute to add bodies to each line, including this one.

      The big guy turned and greeted Taylor with a nod and a smile. He had brown eyes and curly brown hair, his uniform stretched snug across thick biceps and a chest that didn’t look like it’d struggle under weight. The guy could’ve easily passed as a fourth-year recruit, confident, solid, already moving like he owned his space. Taylor returned the gesture in kind
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