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December 27, 2042
  
“Watch where you’re stepping!” Dr. Travis yelped as he crunched a delicate green stalk beneath his boot.
“Whoops,” her escort said, stepping back into the thin Antarctic snowpack. 
She knelt down next to the tiny plant he’d smashed into the hard, frozen ground and glared up at him. “I don’t believe you!”
“Sorry…” Eric said, overemphasizing the word. “It’s not like it’s the only one here.”
“There shouldn’t be anything here,” Kimberly reminded him. “So would you please try and avoid killing anything else?”
“It’s grass,” he argued. “Stepping on it doesn’t kill it.”
“Santa grass,” she corrected him, standing up and looking around. There were small tuffs of the hardy green plants spread around the windswept area that only four weeks ago had revealed itself to Pegasus’s orbital satellites…a tiny point of green in the center of Antarctica’s bone white mass. 
“I can’t believe you’re calling it that,” the Antarctic guide, also an employee of the multi-national Pegasus Corporation, reiterated from an earlier discussion. “We’re at the South Pole.”
“Until the planet’s magnetic field flips again,” the Dr. noted, kneeling down next to another tuft and only half paying attention to him as she clipped off a tiny sample of the needle-like leaf. “I find the name appropriate…besides, Davis said I could name any new species I found, so the name sticks whether you like it or not.”
“Seems unscientific if you ask me,” he commented, walking around behind her as he did a quick scan of the area. Nothing but flat, barren terrain save for this odd little patch of sprinkled green.
“I didn’t,” Kimberly pointed out, moving onto a thicker cluster of the Santa grass further inside the perimeter. “There’s no reason for you to be here, I can handle myself in the field, so feel free to head back to base whenever you like.”
“Believe me, I wish I didn’t have to keep babysitting your cranky ass, but its Pegasus procedure that all scientists in the field…”
“…be escorted by region specific personnel,” she finished for him. “I’m familiar with protocol. If you want to head on back early I won’t say anything.”
Eric smiled humorlessly. “Not happening, Doctor. Wouldn’t look good on my record if you got lost out here…or worse.”
“This isn’t my first trip to the Antarctic,” she reminded him, moving on to yet another tuft of grass and adding more clippings to her collection vile. 
 “Then you should be more wary of…” Eric said, suddenly stumbling forward. He caught his balance in a few awkward steps, the last of which landed squarely in the middle of a large cluster of grass.
“Are you really that clumsy!” she yelled, pitting him with another razor-sharp glare. 
Frowning, he ignored her and walked back over to where he’d stumbled. There was a two inch depression where his boot had sunk into the ‘hard’ ground. 
“That’s not right,” the guide said, pressing the toe of his boot next to the mark experimentally. The ground gave way as well, soft to the touch. “The ground should be frozen.”
“Step aside,” Kimberly urged, suddenly curious. She pulled off her thin glove and touched the light brown soil with her fingertips. She pulled back, brushed off the dirt on her pant-leg, and put her glove back on. “I’d hesitate to say it’s warm, but there’s definitely a heat source underneath. The ground is moist beneath the surface.”
“Wait a second,” Eric said, gently nudging her aside. “I tripped on something hard.”
The guide kicked the tip of his boot into the imprint, resulting with a hard ‘thud’ on impact. He repeated twice more, then dragged his toe sideways, revealing some type of rock beneath. 
“Stop!” The Dr. said, eyes gleaming. “Step back.”
Eric pulled his boot away as Kimberly knelt down next to the sloppy excavation. She brushed aside the top layer of dirt with her hands, ignoring the mess it made on her gloves. Within a moment she had the edge of the stone visible…a perfect 90 degree angle running laterally.
Eric knelt down beside her. “That’s manmade.”
“Thank you for pointing out the obvious,” she snipped, but her attention was on the artifact. This didn’t make any sense. 
“I don’t recognize the material,” Eric said, ignoring the banter, “and it’s perfectly smooth. Must be something recent. Let me see if I can dig it out…unless you have any objections?”
“Go ahead,” she said, standing up and taking a step back.
Eric pulled a small shovel out of his pack and went to work on the stone. The dirt pulled away easily, as it was all soft beneath the half inch of snow that covered the otherwise frozen ground. Below the surface the stone extended down more than a foot, and continued laterally for more than a meter. 
“Stop,” Dr. Travis said after several minutes of watching him dig. “It’s too big.”
“You think?” he said sarcastically, brushing off the half meter wide top that he’d cleared. The stone was a dark green, almost black, and clashed violently with naturalistic motif of snow, dirt, and Santa grass. 
Kimberly’s face went blank as Eric shuffled his feet and accidentally kicked a bit of snow onto the stone…where the tiny flakes disappeared as they melted.
“What?” Eric asked, glancing down at his feet where her eye line indicated. 
The Dr. pulled off her dirty glove and touched the stone surface with her bare hand, then glanced up at Eric. “It’s warm.”
The guide frowned and pulled off his own glove, placing his hand next to hers on the smooth, dirty surface. His eyes widened in confirmation.
“We have to call this in,” he said firmly. 
“You think?” she said mockingly.
“Do you know what it is?” he asked in all seriousness.
“No, I don’t,” she admitted. “But I know it shouldn’t be in the Antarctic.”
Eric stood up and pulled off his pack, digging out a small locator beacon and attaching it to an expandable tripod which he planted firmly into the soft ground next to the stone. He activated the navigational beacon and checked it against his Pegasus issue GPS wristband. 
“Alright, let’s go,” he said, offering his hand and pulling Dr. Travis to her feet. “We should be able to get an initial excavation team back here tomorrow morning.”
“Hold on a second,” she said, digging out a small camera. Kimberly took several shots of the ‘rock’ up close, then stepped back and added more from a wider perspective. 
“Step next to it,” she urged Eric. “I need a size comparison.”
The guide walked over to the stone and knelt down beside where he had been digging. 
“Alright,” she said after adding another two shots. “Now we can go.”
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5 months later…
  
Sean Davis cinched his belt tighter as the helicopter lifted off from Pegasus’s main Antarctic base and began its 150 kilometer journey out to the dig site. The winds buffeted them around a bit, the first prelude to a storm front rolling in, but the pilot had little difficulty getting them into the air and on their way. The CEO and owner of Pegasus Corporation glanced out the window of the cramped chopper as the icy, barren landscape passed by beneath them…his mind elsewhere.
Sitting across from him Eric Shoball touched his earpiece as an incoming transmission gave him an update on the dig site, which he’d been tasked with overseeing since the discovery. He glanced over at Davis.
“They’ve finished the widening.”
“Half a meter?” 
Eric nodded. “Just before they ran out of drill bits.”
“Impressive,” Davis mewed. 
“You don’t know the half of it,” Eric understated.
“Your team knows to wait, I presume?”
“No one’s going in before we arrive,” Eric assured him. 
“How long?”
Eric glanced outside unnecessarily as he thought. “Given the tailwind, I’d say an hour at most.”
Davis nodded and returned his gaze to the snow covered landscape passing by outside the window. One more hour…then Human history would make an abrupt change in direction. For the better he hoped. 
  
The Pegasus helicopter landed on a small, makeshift pad next to a cluster of tents, ostensibly a makeshift camp and research site…but that was just cover for the real project that lay beneath the white camouflaged dome that covered the dig site half a kilometer to the east. Eric led the CEO out of the chopper and onto the back of a small four-wheeler that had been extended as a three-seater. 
After strapping his boss on, Eric drove them across the barren landscape, swerving sideways microscopically to hit a small tuft of Santa grass that lay just outside the dome. A few meters later he slowed to a creep and drove underneath the white fabric of the largely flat dome that was hiding their excavation from satellite surveillance. Thus far the ruse had worked, and they’d been allowed to work on the recovery project with anonymity.
Underneath the canopy lay several piles of dirt, the nearest of which had a large chunk eaten out of it. Pegasus personnel had slowly been hauling the dirt away, one backpack full at a time, back to base where it could be disposed of discretely. With the blanket white snow cover, any local spreading measures would be easily visible. 
In the center of the six mounds stood the top of a metallic catwalk disappearing below ground. As Davis followed Eric to the entry railing he caught his first glimpse of the top of the subsurface structure.
“Amazing,” he said under his breath as he paused to look over the smooth green/black stone. One corner of it had been excavated, but it clearly stretched much farther out than the acre-wide area that they’d uncovered. Less than a meter away from the catwalk, the top of the structure seemed to draw his hand towards it. Kneeling down and reaching through the railing bars, Davis brushed his fingertips along the edge.
“It is warm,” he commented, studying the strange material.
“A lot more so below,” Eric said, waiting patiently. “You’ll want to leave your parka here.”
Davis pried his eyes away from the artifact and stood up, noticing that Eric had already shed his winter weather gear. He did likewise, handing his hat to a nearby worker. His parka he reluctantly unzipped and discarded as well, but a few steps down the catwalk stairs and a wall of warm air hit him.
“Are you sure there are no geothermal vents?”
“Not that we can find,” Eric answered as they descended down into the hole they’d painstakingly excavated around the edge of the massive artifact. “The heat appears to be originating solely from the stone.”
“Have you determined a size or shape?”
“I can give you a ball park estimate…the stone continues to defy convention scans. All our equipment says it’s not there, even the seismogram. However, we have been able to get some hits on the rocks around the structure. It’s sketchy, but I’d have to guess this thing is bigger than any structure on Earth.”
Davis reached ahead and grabbed his shoulder, prompting him to stop. “Say again?”
Eric frowned. “We can’t say for sure, and I hate to speculate, but it appears to be a massive pyramid, extending well below the bedrock. If you look down you can see it jut out…”
Davis looked over the edge of the railing and saw what he meant. Three flights down and the catwalk extended laterally before disappearing into the sidewall of dirt. Beneath the metallic grate he could clearly see another flat top of green/black stone.
“Best guess…” Davis reiterated.
“At least a mile wide, maybe a lot more. We really can’t tell without digging the whole thing out.”
“Unfortunately that’s not an option,” the Pegasus CEO said as the pair continued walking down. “We can’t let anyone else know of this, so we have to work with as small a team as possible. Looks like you’ve found your assignment for the next decade.”
“Hey, as long as the pay is good,” Eric offered sarcastically. 
“Doubled, as of now.”
The other man’s eyes narrowed. “You are serious about this…”
“Very,” Davis confirmed as they reached the bottom of the stairs. A long tunnel into the dirt wall lay before them, running on top of the second level of the pyramid. “If this gets out, we’ll lose all access and possibly start World War III in the process. We have to keep this a secret.”
“What exactly do you think we’ve got?” Eric asked as they entered the tunnel.
“Two possibilities as I see it. One…this is evidence of technology far exceeding ours possessed by our ancestors. Why we lost it, who knows? We’ve had evidence of technological dark ages before, though nothing ever on this level recorded.”
“What’s option two?”
“Evidence of technology far exceeding ours possessed by someone else,” he answered ominously as the end of the tunnel came into sight.
Eric’s face flickered with light as they passed under staggered flood lamps attached to the ceiling at regular intervals. “You’re talking about aliens???”
“Do you have any other possibilities to offer?” Davis asked, half serious.
“Elves,” Eric answered deadpan. 
Davis raised an eyebrow.
“You’re asking the wrong person,” the guide explained. “I deal with the here and now. History is a mystery to me.”
“It has a special interest to me…”
Eric studied his face as they took to a second set of stairs going down even further. “I get the feeling this isn’t the first…unusual thing you’ve found.”
Davis glanced at him approvingly. “There have been a few unexplained archeological discoveries that have come to my attention, and I’ll admit, I’ve been actively searching for others…but nothing even remotely comparable with this.”
“What about this stone?”
“I’ve never heard of anything like this. All of the unusual things were cultural, not technological, but I always suspected there was something more behind it all.”
When they reached the bottom of the stairs they emerged into a much larger cavern. The top of the pyramid had been cleared off for about the size of a football field with support struts and panels covering the two story high ceiling.
Davis stepped off the catwalk and onto the surface of the pyramid. Strangely it felt almost soft beneath his feet.
“It’s an illusion,” Eric informed him. He’d felt the same thing when he’d first walked across the mysterious stone. “Trust me, it’s the hardest stuff I’ve ever come across. Case in point,” he said, gesturing to a heap of damaged drill bits to their left. 
“The laser had no effect?”
“Damn stuff soaks up energy like a sponge. We couldn’t even make it hot to the touch. Two seconds after the laser shuts off, it’s the same temperature as the rest…78.2 degrees Fahrenheit.”
“You said none of the scanners worked, correct?”
“Completely useless. I have a feeling the stone is absorbing the signal.”
“How did you find the door?”
“Look down.”
Davis frowned and looked down at the surface of the pyramid. It was dirty, with many footprints crisscrossing in multiple directions…but beneath it all were faint grooves.
“Led us right to it,” Eric explained, “though we didn’t know for sure until we did a thorough examination of the surface. The door seams are nearly invisible, thinner than a sheet of paper.”
The pair followed the intricate scrollwork across the pyramid surface until it intersected with four other ‘lines’ which combined into a single, short river of markings that dead ended against the wall…a wall that now sported a narrow hole in the center that led to a dark interior.
Off to the side the expedition team was standing by, six men in all, one of which handed Eric an equipment pack and sidearm. Davis noticed that the rest of the team was equally armed.
The guide noticed his boss’s glance. “I’ve watched far too many movies to even think about going in there unarmed. Could be all manner of creepy things.”
“Where’s my pack?”
“We’ll carry everything we need. You don’t have to worry about it,” Liam said, standing a full head taller than Davis and twice his mass.
“I may have recently hit the half century mark, but I’m not an invalid,” he argued. “Get me a duplicate pack.”
Liam nodded, offering no argument, and retreated to an equipment bench filled with all sorts of gear set up against the far wall.
“And a sidearm,” he added, turning to look at Eric. “If we’re going to run into a hoard of zombies I want to be prepared.”
“Sam, get the man a weapon,” Eric ordered. 
A blonde-headed man in full gear smiled and detached his own hip holster and tossed it to Eric, then went to grab a second for himself.
Eric graciously handed it to Davis. “Remember to shoot for the head.”
Davis accepted it with a rueful smile and attached the belt around his narrow waist. “I presume no one has gone in yet?”
Eric glanced to the others.
“None yet, as per your orders, sir,” Liam said, returning with a generic pack of equipment. “Spare mags in the left pouch.”
“Thank you,” the CEO said, accepting the pack and snugging the straps to match his dimensions.
Sam returned with a new sidearm and several two meter long glowrods, one of which he tossed to Eric.
The lead guide thumbed on the activation switch and the entire length of the rod lit up with a bright orange glow. “With your permission?”
“Proceed,” Davis allowed, motioning to the man with the pre-requested camera gear. “Make sure you get every second from entry to exit.”
“Alright fellas, who wants to go first?” Eric said lightheartedly, already heading there himself.
“That would be me,” Liam said, placing a hand in front of him. 
“Be my guest,” he relented as Liam squeezed his linebacker-sized frame through the tiny gap.
 



  
  
3
  
  
Eric stepped up and over the bottom edge of the hole in the foot-thick door and emerged into a hallway lit only by his and Liam’s glowrods. It was ovoid, with the floor the only flat exception to the elegant curve, which extended upwards a good 10 meters. He stepped aside to make room for the others, guestimating the width of the hallway at the base at four meters, then widening up above head height to maybe five or six. The video recorder that Adam was carrying had a distance finder that would record all dimensions for later analysis, but regardless of the exact measurements it was the largest hallway he’d ever seen.
Davis came through fifth in line, and took everything in with a discerning glance. At the far edge of their visual range the hallway ended in a junction, but before that were two doorways, one on each wall. Both were sealed shut, with no visible opening mechanisms.
Eric noticed his line of interest and walked over to the tall doorway on the left and gave it a closer look under the direct light of his glowrod. It wasn’t ovoid, rather it was a straight rectangle, beveled to match the curve of the hallway. There was a narrow slit down the middle that wavered slightly at chest height.
Taking a step closer and holding up his light bar, Eric ran the fingers of his other hand over the warm material of the door and felt a slight depression where the line wavered. It was minute, but visible now that he knew what to look for. 
A moment after his hand touched the slightly recessed surface the entire block of rock-like material pushed out towards him, prompting an involuntary jump backwards that nearly sent Eric to the floor as he stubbed over his own booted feet.
“Steady,” Davis calmed as the curved door panel slid out into the hallway then split in two, sliding laterally to open the doorway. He waited until the smoothly gliding panels came to a halt then walked up alongside Eric, who was holding his ground while peering inside.
“Liam…” the guide urged.
The taller man nodded, barely visible in the shadows cast by the orange lights, and walked inside, his glowrod held in front of him, both defensively and to provide maximum light. All the expedition team members were jittery…only Davis seemed to have a steady hand, though whether that was out of ignorance or experience was unclear. The others had had days to observe, wonder, and worry about the mysterious structure…while Davis had just arrived and perhaps was a bit too eager for his own good.
Or so Eric wondered as the CEO followed Liam inside without hesitation. He went in just behind his boss, noticing more smooth lines to the geometry of the large room which clashed with the blocky outside of the pyramid. But what drew their immediate attention were the racks of egg-like pods spread out in concentric rings, three high and what looked like four deep. Eric guessed at more than 100 total as they walked to the center of the formation where there was a low pit.
Two stair steps depressed into the floor was a reflective circle a little over a meter wide. Around it were three curved, low seated benches with gaps in between. Liam crossed the center circle enroute to the other side and began to step over the far bench when the room suddenly lit up with a non-orange glow.
Above the reflective circle a holographic icon appeared, glowing deep red. It was a symbol of some kind, similar in script to Chinese, but unlike any language that Davis had ever seen…and given that he spoke five he was something of an expert on linguistics. 
“It has power,” Eric noted, bypassing the obvious ‘holographic technology shouldn’t exist’ issue. “Don’t suppose there’s a light switch anywhere?”
Sam didn’t feel so generous. “How is this possible?” he asked, looking at Davis who was studying the floating and slowly rotating symbol intently. 
“I don’t know,” he said slowly, carefully cataloging his thoughts as they flew through various permutations. “But I have a feeling that the answer to that question is going to rewrite our history books.”
“No shit,” Sam echoed, ignoring the hologram as he walked over to one of the pod racks. The top of the ‘egg’ was open, with a curved depression inside yet well above the bottom. He poked the end of his glowrod into the depression and it sank into the smooth material a few inches deep.
“I think these are bunks,” he offered as the material reformed when he withdrew the rod. 
“Heated too,” Kevin added as he felt another one on the opposite side of the hologram. 
“Bunks for who?” Eric asked. “Who used to live in Antarctica?”
“Some say the legend of Atlantis originated here,” Davis offered, reaching a hand out to touch the symbol. To his surprise the hologram resisted the pressure and wouldn’t allow his hand to pass through. “Interesting.”
“Another chamber,” Liam’s voice called out from behind the far rows of bunks. He was out of sight, but the ambient glow from his rod marked his location. 
“Alright, everyone spread out and give me a check of the room,” Eric ordered. “Liam stay put.”
“Got an alcove,” Sam’s voice announced as Davis and Eric remained at the central hologram. 
“Another here,” Kevin reported. 
Eric waited for the others to conduct their search, but nothing else was found aside from more bunks. 
“Sir?” the guide prodded.
Reluctantly Davis stepped back from the hologram and followed Eric across the room, taking a closer look at the pods as he passed them by enroute to Sam’s position.
“Storage, by the look of it,” the man surmised as they walked up. “Don’t know how to open the doors though.”
Davis frowned as he saw the problem. The alcove was the equivalent of a huge walk-in closet, with clearly visible containers protruding up from the floor, coming out from the walls, and hanging down from the ceiling. None of the curved structures had ornamentation of any kind…no edges, symbols, ridges, bumps, or hairline gaps to indicate their function.
On impulse Davis reached out and touched one of the wall mounted pods…nothing happened.
“Hold on,” Eric said as an idea struck him. He reached out his hand and pressed his fingertips on the top of the smooth, almost soft material, finding himself flinching backward again when the material seemed to melt as the pod morphed into a flat workbench taking up a third of the space in the alcove. 
Gleaming like forgotten treasures were five objects neatly aligned in small niches. Each held jewel-like components in metallic sheaths. 
“What the hell?” Eric asked, not wanting to touch anything again. 
“Gloves,” Davis commented, pulling his thin hand protection off. He reached to the right and touched another wall mounted pod. It extended as well, revealing three larger objects, also gleaming with jeweled insets. 
“What do you think they are?” Sam asked, taking a closer look but knowing better than to get grabby…though the objects did seem to invite curiosity. 
“As much as I want to know,” Davis said wisely, “there’s too much here to investigate in one trip. Let’s focus on a general inventory for now.”
He touched the pod again and it retracted back to its storage position, once again hiding and protecting the items it contained.
Eric touched the other and hefted his rod in front of him, motioning toward the next point of interest.
“Large room, multiple alcoves,” Liam reported, standing in the archway. 
“Go ahead,” Eric indicated.
With his glowrod moving inside, the adjunct to the ‘barracks’ revealed several individual compartments set within the walls, bracketed by hourglass-shaped columns in the center, six in total. 
“Lavatory,” Davis guessed, more on instinct than deduction. The architecture was altogether unfamiliar. 
Eric approached one of the columns and circled it, noting that the center had three deep depressions. Not wanting to risk his fingers, he pointed the tip of his glowrod into the hole…where it was met with the crackle of what looked like a forcefield, at least according to Star Wars standards. He’d never seen anything in real life remotely similar. 
Liam managed to open one of the chambers, noting an entirely empty interior of the roughly cylindrical chamber. “Shower maybe?”
Davis glanced around, noting that there were no other exits. “Let’s move on.”
Investigation of the other alcove resulted with similar, but not exactly duplicate containers. He really had no idea what they were, but the feel of the location suggested residential support facilities…but which was the restroom or kitchen he couldn’t tell for sure, perhaps neither, and he had the feeling he could spend the next 24 hours in the room and still not find out. He had to squelch his curiosity for the moment and keep the team moving.
Remembering the size estimate Eric had quoted him, he chose to bypass the other door and directed the team forward toward the end of the hall, which split in a curvy T-junction. They took the left branch, dropping a small glow stick on the floor to mark their passage. If the pyramid was as big as suggested, they didn’t want to get lost inside. 
They bypassed more doors enroute to an even larger spherical atrium that sprouted two additional hallways. Attempting to proceed towards the center of the pyramid, Davis headed the team to the right, bypassing yet more doors until they reached a series of ramps heading up and down. 
Upon closer inspection the ramps resolved into stairs, with random block-like protrusions providing footholds. 
“Sam, Kevin, Adam…head up one level and report. Liam, Henry, Cam…down one.”
He received confirmation nods, then his team silently split and disappeared with their diminishing glows never completely fading from view. 
“We’re going to need a much larger team,” he whispered to Davis.
“I know,” the CEO agreed. “But we can’t bring in too many people without risking a security breach.”
“Humans or aliens?” Eric asked lightly.
“60/40…our hands opened the locks.”
“Point,” Eric conceded.
“It’ll take some time, but I can assemble a 50 man team of experts from Pegasus personnel…maybe a month.”
“My people can map out the place in the interim,” Eric offered. “But I have a feeling that 50 isn’t going to cut it.”
“We need to take this slow,” Davis warned. “The most important thing right now is to keep this secret. We can and will take our time. I don’t want to squander this opportunity.”
“I hear that,” Eric agreed, “but we’re still going to need more men.”
“We’ll get them, one way or another,” Davis promised as Sam ran back up the ramp and into view.
“Boss, you’ve got to see this,” he said, slightly panting and eyes wide in awe.
“What is it?” 
“I don’t know, but it’s big.”
“Go ahead,” Eric said, “I’ll wait here.”
Davis nodded and followed Sam down the ramp, taking care to watch his steps. The blocks were uneven, so he had to dance around a bit, but the descent wasn’t overly difficult. They emerged into another hallway with a distinctive orange glow coming from an offset atrium. He followed Sam inside and found the other two men standing on the edge of some type of hip-high bench.
“Look down,” Sam gestured as Davis joined the others, suddenly realizing that it wasn’t a bench, but a railing of some sort. The glow of their rods didn’t extend to wherever the far wall was, but it did outline the ceiling just a few meters above their heads. He looked down, but saw nothing. 
“What am I looking for?”
“Step back,” Sam told the others as he took Davis’s glowrod from him. “Look again.”
As their illumination sticks moved back from the edge and lessened their glow, Davis was able to spot a tiny dot in the blackness below them, but couldn’t make out what it was. He had to squint to confirm that he wasn’t seeing things.
“That dot?” he asked.
“It’s my glowrod,” Adam said.
Davis did a double take, then the sheer size of the chamber struck him. It had to be at least 100 meters down, if not more. 
“Big is right,” he agreed.
 



  
  
4
  
  
It took them more than an hour to navigate their way down the ramp system to the main floor where Adam’s glowrod lay, during which they realized that the large scale of the hallways and rooms on the upper levels expanded drastically below. The ramps broadened to the size of a freeway, with the individual blocks looking more like basketball courts than steps. Along both sides the smaller steps remained, allowing the Humans access, otherwise they would have had quite a bit of climbing to do.
The ‘main floor’ wasn’t the bottom of the pyramid, the ramps continued on lower, but Davis and the expedition team didn’t want to press their luck just yet, so they exited into the great chamber and headed towards the tiny glow in front of them.
“Is it just me, or are we too low?” Eric asked after walking several hundred meters from the entrance. Their small light sources didn’t extend far into the room, and it felt as if they were walking in a dark mist without sign of ceiling or walls. 
“I was thinking the same thing,” Davis said walking on his right. “Perhaps the floor here isn’t entirely flat.”
“Hold up!” Liam’s booming voice announced. 
“What?” Eric asked, taking two steps towards him on the left.
“Something over there I think,” he said, pointing off into the darkness. There was some sort of object, barely visible, picking up a small reflection from the glowrods. 
Eric pulled out another small glow stick, snap-activating it and dropping it on the floor to mark their position. In the distance behind them was another marking the location of the ramp, though it was now too far away to be seen without turning off their glowrods for contrast. 
They’d been following a straight line trajectory from the entrance towards the distant light source, and Eric knew better than to start wandering around in the dark. With their waypoint marked, they deviated from their route and headed for the object Liam had spotted.
“Bones,” Sam pronounced when they came closer. 
Eric wasn’t sure until he got a closer look, but as he knelt down next to the pieces of skeleton he nodded his agreement. In the orange light they looked odd, but bones they were, and large at that. “Not Human.”
Davis stooped down next to him and began studying the skeleton intently. Eric watched the older man quizzically until his eyes widened with surprise or alarm, Eric wasn’t sure which.
“What is it?” he asked, glancing around.
“I’ve seen one of these before,” Davis admitted. “In a museum.”
Eric frowned. He couldn’t make out what the tangled mess was. 
“Holy shit,” Kevin said as he suddenly made the connection. 
“What is it?” Eric demanded.
“It’s a dinosaur,” Liam said slowly as his mind sorted out the skeleton. “Raptor I’d guess.”
Eric turned to Davis’s orange-lit face. “Seriously?”
“I believe so,” he answered as Cam walked a long circle around the skeleton, recording all angles. 
“Hey, there’s something else,” he noted when he got to the opposite side. He pointed with his foot.
Eric and Davis circled around to get a better look. 
Loosely shackled to the wrist bone was some type of object, similarly jeweled to the items found in the ‘storage closet’ but definitely different in shape. 
“Is it wearing that?” Adam asked.
“Some kind of tracking device,” Sam offered. “This place is big enough to be a zoo.”
Davis reached out and touched the glittering device. “I have no idea.”
Eric pulled out another glow stick and snapped it on. “Mark and move on. We’ve got a lot to see.”
Reluctantly Davis agreed and stood up. He followed Eric and the others back to the waypoint marker, then they headed on towards the glowrod which, ironically, should have been near the ‘edge’ of the room rather than the center based on where it had been dropped from. He was beginning to wonder just how massive this pyramid really was. 
They passed three more small skeletons that popped up within glow-range, two Raptors by the look of it plus another slightly larger one that none of them could guess at. Each of them also wore some sort of device on their wrist bones.
“It keeps getting higher,” Eric noted of the glowrod’s position.
“So far this room has been entirely flat,” Davis commented. “I’m interested in seeing what it’s laying on. This room must have some purpose.”
“Holding pens, maybe?” Kevin guessed.
“That’d explain the size,” Eric agreed.
“I doubt it,” Davis said, his eyes focused on the ever rising position of the glowrod in front of them. “There were no gates.”
“Not to mention the size of those ramps,” Liam added.
“So what, you’re saying the dinos built this place?” Kevin asked, half laughing.
“Or giant aliens,” Eric responded. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with here, so let’s have less guessing and a little more shut the hell up.”
“Agreed,” Liam said, mildly frustrated. The lack of visible objects was beginning to wear on him.
“Here’s something new,” Adam pointed out, bringing the butt of his glowrod over a small depression in the floor. “Looks like it was melted.”
Eric knelt down next to the thumb-sized mark on the otherwise perfectly smooth floor. Given how hard it had been to cut through the outer wall, whatever had damaged the stone-like material here must have been intense. He looked up, unable to see anything, wondering if they were in some kind of smelting factory. Adam was right, the mark in the floor had been melted.
“Watch your step,” he warned, getting back to his feet and moving on. “There could be more.”
Liam paused when he crossed over the mark, letting the others get a few steps ahead of him. He knelt down and rubbed his massive index finger through the groove. “Weaponsfire, maybe,” he whispered to himself, then walked off to rejoin the group.
Adam’s glowrod was still a ways off, but the dot of light was beginning to elongate back into a line so Eric knew they were getting closer. It was still several meters up off the floor, at least, though guessing into the darkness was almost pointless. All the orange glows from the team’s rods showed was a wide expanse of flat, featureless floor…along with another skeleton off to the far right just at the edge of the shadows.
“Now there’s something,” Sam pointed out ahead of them. The floor suddenly ended and a ridge appeared. 
“Spread out,” Eric ordered. “Let’s make better use of our light.”
Liam and Sam veered off to the left while Kevin and Henry went right, leaving rod-less Adam with Cam, Davis, and Eric in the center. 
“Take a close look,” Cam said, tossing his rod to Adam while he adjusted his shoulder-mounted camera for a more panoramic view.
“Thanks,” he said, catching the rod midair before walking up to the ridge. It stood about two meters tall with a smooth edge on top and, thanks to the light from the others, appeared to be vaguely curved, like the outside edge of a giant circle. 
“Adam, stay put,” Eric yelled eerily…there wasn’t even a trace of echo in the place, “Liam, Henry, scout the perimeter of that thing. See if it circles around to the other side.”
The two pairs and their glowrods headed off, eventually disappearing around the curve of the ridge. Eric walked up beside Adam and set his glowrod against the wall, then cupped his hands together to create a makeshift step. “Up you go.”
Adam slid his glowrod up over the edge of the ridge so the top would be lighted then stepped into Eric’s hands with his right foot while steadying himself against the ridge with his left hand. One solid heave on the guide’s part and his friend was chest-high up on the wall.
Adam bent forward at the waist and crawled onto the top, feeling his arms sink in a bit on the soft material. He grabbed the glowrod and stood up, looking back down at Eric. “I don’t see anything, but the top is padded. Feels like a wrestling mat.”
Eric poked the side of the ridge experimentally, feeling the slight give there as well. 
Suddenly his radio crackled to life. “We found another skeleton,” Liam’s voice reported. “This one is huge and its tail is hanging off the rise.”
Eric pressed the call button.
“Have you made it all the way around?”
“No, not yet, but it does…hold on. Sam just found a set of stairs. Some sort of workstation on top too.”
“Stay put, we’re coming to you.” He turned to face Davis who was standing a few meters behind him. “Did you get all that?”
“Yes.”
“Let’s go,” Eric said, leading the trio off to the left. Adam followed on top. 
Just before they got to the stairs, the giant skeleton came into view, partially blocking out the light from Liam’s glowrod on the other side.
“Holy shit that’s huge,” Adam said, seeing a bit more from his vantage point than the others. He paused when he reached the bones, then cautiously wiggled his way through the tail spines to get to the other side. The men on the floor had it easier and walked through the small opening underneath next to the wall. Not far after they saw the short staircase, with Liam waiting for them at the top, his glowrod illuminating the misplaced stepping stones beneath him.
“Looks like this place was designed for both them and us,” Davis commented as he climbed up. Sam meanwhile had already activated another of the holograms…this time with a different, yet similar symbol. It was floating above another reflective circle on the ground, bracketed by several workbenches with beveled tops…at least that’s what they looked like. Their actual function was mere conjecture at this point.
Davis recalled how the other hologram had been solid and reached out to confirm the fact on this one as well. As soon as his ungloved hand touched the burnt yellow symbol the workbenches lit up with glowing symbols and an array of floating holographic icons in a multitude of colors.
“Alien computer station inside a dinosaur pen,” Sam said despite the harsh glare that Eric was giving him. “What the hell is this place…sir,” he added, looking at Davis. 
“For the first time in my life,” Davis had to admit, “I truly do not have a clue. It seems you are right, Mr. Shoball,” he added, still looking at the entrancing workstation icons. “We are going to need more men. A lot more.”
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18 months later…
  
Sean Davis stepped out of the elevator on the 45th floor of Pegasus Corporate headquarters in Phoenix, Arizona nervous but hiding that fact extremely well. His outward demeanor was tight and formal, as was usual, but the meeting he was about to step into was going to be the most important of his life to date…and would decide the course of events for both himself and his company for the next decade.
He walked across the small foyer at the elevator hub and opened one of two massive doors a crack and slid through into the main conference room.
“Thank you for coming,” he said casually as he closed, locked, and privacy sealed the door. 
“Thank you,” Mark Neville, CEO of Dynamics Corp and a longtime associate of Davis’s responded pithily. “You’ve been out of the country for more than a year now. Some of us were wondering if you’d retired and forgotten to inform your secretary.”
Davis smiled. “My apologies. A high priority Pegasus project has been consuming my full attention, and will continue to do so in the near future. However, I felt it was time to make you all aware of a very lucrative business proposal I’m floating in concert with the project.”
“You need investment capital,” Richard Blark guessed.
“Indeed…though the word ‘need’ is variable. I’ve already devoted a third of Pegasus’s operating budget to the project, along with half of my own assets. That is sufficient to sustain the endeavor, but will now allow for fast implementation. The more capital investment outside of Pegasus I can acquire, the quicker the timetable will proceed.”
“Alright, I’m curious,” Sarah Draken said with a knowing smile. “What have you got cooking this time?”
“Something grand…and something not yet in the public’s eye, which fortunately leaves us with a window of opportunity to exploit. Thus I am coming to you for financial assistance to make sure we utilize that window as much as possible. As you all know, space technology is in its infancy and aside from a couple of moon bases and a handful of tourist facilities in orbit, the only commercial viability of such technology is tied to the launching, maintenance, and recovery of the growing satellite network in orbit. I am here to tell you that there is a much more lucrative angle.”
Davis reached down to the tabletop that spread the length of the 33 seated potential investors and activated the wall mounted display screen. 
“I give you Star Force…a splinter company from Pegasus. Startup costs will be astronomically high, but the tradeoff is a virtual monopoly on the space industry that does not yet exist. Unlike other commercial endeavors, space is the hardest, because infrastructure is required. If you want to build a shoe factory in Ohio, you purchase the land, contract a builder, and get the ball rolling. In space, you have to build not only the facility, but the land as well, in the form of orbital habitats.”
Davis adjusted the display to show several proposed schematics.
“Not only that, you have to build the transportation infrastructure necessary to reach orbit…and the housing for the workers…entertainment facilities…waste disposal…education, and so on. Space is empty, and in order to work in it you must build EVERYTHING. This is why the market for space technology and exploration is limited, and the market for space colonization is nil. Until now.”
“Star Force, thanks to several new technologies that my aforementioned project is already beginning to provide, will make it economically viable to take commerce, industry, and habitation to orbit and beyond. As I said, the startup costs are high, which will discourage competition. Once we get up and running it will be far more economical for a nation, company, or individual to buy services or facilities from us rather than devote the time, personnel, and research necessary to build their own space program…thus giving us a monopoly until such a time that another organization can make the transition and close the technological gap.”
Davis switched the prototype designs to a map of the Earth and its orbital tracks. 
“Now, many of you are probably thinking ‘what’s the point, there’s nothing in space of value beyond vacation potential.’ Some of you are also probably conceding that there are military concerns given the reliance on satellites for communication and navigation, but beyond that you don’t see any value. The rest of the planet agrees with you…and they are equally wrong. Space is more valuable, and potentially more lucrative, than all of the surface economies combined.”
“How you say? Well, I’ll bottom line this for you. It’s new LAND.”
Several of the assembled members laughed, but Davis waved off their amusement. 
“Consider this…what would happen if, by tomorrow morning, a new continent the size of the United States, or even half the Unites States, just appeared in the middle of the Pacific Ocean? Would anybody care?”
He let that thought hang for a moment.
“You’re damn right they would. And the fight to possess it could very well start World War III. Now, if someone were to ask you what was the point of possessing that land, what would you tell them? There’s nothing there at the moment. No markets to invest in, no new discoveries to exploit, just empty land.”
No one was laughing now. In fact they all seemed to be in ‘think’ mode, so Davis pressed on.
“Look back to history for what happened when new land was discovered. Columbus came to North America by accident, and no one cared. He came back again, four times in total, and died thinking he was a failure, but his discovery sparked a landgrab of never before seen proportions in which nation was pitted against nation to cross the Atlantis and claim lands, resources, and gold for themselves as well as to keep their rivals from attaining the same and gaining an advantage over them.”
“In the beginning nobody cared…until somebody figured out there were riches and glory to be had in the empty nothingness across the ocean. Then everybody wanted in and it became a madhouse. Wars were fought, colonies were established only to wither and die. Native populations were looted and enslaved, if not totally eradicated. It was anarchy, with so much lost in the beginning years because nobody knew what they were doing…but everyone agreed that there was something of value to be had.”
“This country in which we now stand didn’t exist, and wouldn’t have existed if Europe had said there’s nothing to be gained across the ocean. Could Columbus have foreseen all of this,” Davis said, spreading his arms wide as if to encompass the entire continent, “let alone have explained it to the Kings and Queens that subsidized the New World expeditions?”
“Well, space dwarfs the landgrab that started in 1492. Space is everything. We are in space right now, though you don’t realize it. The Americans and Chinese outposts on the moon. The men there…are they in space? Many of you would say yes. If they are in space, then so are we. If the Earth were to suddenly become transparent, you could look down at your feet and see stars and distant galaxies beneath you, because we, on this planet, are in space.”
“It’s the equivalent of some 90 year old guy living on an island in the Bahamas saying that the land under his feet is all that matters. The ocean around him is trivial. It’s just water and everything out there doesn’t matter. His home is all that there is of consequence.”
“We would call that a delusional mindset, because the man is in the ocean. His home is a tiny part of the ocean, far from the coast of the real land that is the continents. But from his point of view he’s not in the ocean, it’s what is around him. Just the same is space. It’s not what is around us, it’s what we are in and to deny that point is folly.”
“Another example from history is the prominence of naval warfare. The oceans were seen as meaningless. Very early on everything happened on the land, aside from some shoreline fishing. But over time power was seized by those who controlled the waterways, for they held in their grasp the bulk of transportation and resupply. Even today, most cargo shipping occurs through ships, not trucks or planes. Some of you know this…and you know that if a hostile nation developed a navy superior to that of the United States, then worldwide commerce could be held hostage. The same is true for space, only a hundred fold.”
Davis paused a moment, bringing his hands together and touching his lips as if in thought. “We are at the point in history where everything changes. When the Wright brothers first developed their prototype airplane, it flew a few hundred meters at best. No one at the time could conceive of the future value in the technology. It took decades of improvements and a number of visionaries to see the potential. And yet, no one could have foreseen the types of airliners we have flying through our skies now back then.”
“I can see the potential of space…enough at least to know it is more valuable than anything that has come before. And where there is value there is the potential to make money. The kicker is, space is an expensive startup. This isn’t like setting up a lemonade stand on the side of the street to begin your business empire. A huge amount of capital must be invested, with little or no gains to be had in the first few years. This is a 20 year+ investment, but potentially the most important endeavor you will ever have the privilege to come across.”
“The purpose of Star Force is this…to provide the technology and infrastructure necessary to create and maintain an orbital economy, as well as provide a stabilizing rod for when the landgrab madness sweeps this planet. If we get there first, and establish ourselves and procedures by which to divvy up the ‘land’ that will become available, we can avert World War III and secure a virtual monopoly simultaneously. So you might say this endeavor is part capitalist, part philanthropist. Regardless, we only have a small window of opportunity before Columbus reports back and the wheels of history are set in motion. I am going to seize that opportunity. How well or fast I am able to do that depends on your cooperation.”
Davis crossed his arms over his chest defiantly, but also to steady his hands that were microscopically beginning to shake with adrenaline and nerves. 
“I don’t expect you to understand the full implications instantly. Nor do I expect all of you will agree with me, but I am doing this, and you know from my history that I’m not one to take excessive risk in my investments. I foresee no risk in this endeavor…only the question of whether or not I’m able to pull it off in time. The market will emerge sooner or later. The quicker we can get Star Force up and running the more lucrative our slice of the pie in the sky will be.”
“To all of you I’m offering non-controlling partnership. I and my people will run Star Force, with the philanthropic angle weighing heavily on our choices. But in order to accomplish those goals, we must have the resources to do so, thus our business approach will be aggressive. I mean to be the first and foremost provider of space technologies and to develop the transportation infrastructure needed to create an orbital economy…and that infrastructure will be toll roads, if you take the metaphor.”
“The question before you today is whether you are willing to devote capital to a long term investment, which, in coming years could provide the most lucrative returns in recorded history.”
With that, Davis finished his pitch and scanned the assembled faces for their reactions, belatedly realizing that he’d remained standing the entire time.
The cream of the corporate world remained silent, exchanging a few glances here and there, but none of them wanted to be the first to speak. In truth, they couldn’t determine if Davis’ Star Force proposal was for real or a gigantic joke.
Mark Neville finally leaned forward over the long, shiny black table and rested his elbows as he cradled his chin in his hands and looked to his left at Davis. 
“I want to hear more.”
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17 years later…
  
Paul had a little over a lap to go with barely a 5 meter lead on Northridge when he launched into a half sprint, intent on keeping his team’s lead in the Distance Medley. As he crossed the finish line the 1-lap to go bell sounded and he dug his spikes into the track a bit more as his momentum swung him out slightly as he rounded the curve. He could now hear the footsteps of Northridge’s anchorman behind him, closing with every step.
With 300 meters to go Paul still had the lead and accelerated a bit more, past what he thought his body could maintain. His quads began to protest halfway down the backstretch but his lead held into the final turn. If Northridge was going to pass him before the final straight, they were going to have to swing out into lane 2 to do it now.
That didn’t seem to matter to the opposing runner, for when they hit the apex of the curve his lithe frame glided up next to Paul’s shoulder and inched by him. Paul responded with his full speed…an all out kick using what energy he had left.
He resurged into the lead momentarily, but Northridge had another gear left in him as well, and sailed on past Paul when they hit the final straightaway. He finished less than a half second behind as they crossed the finish line, but the other runner had made up 13 seconds on him during the last leg of the race.
Paul handed the baton to the Assistant Coach and collapsed onto the infield grass, waiting for his breathing to slow. He heard the coach’s voice telling him his split…4:36.8 for his four laps of the relay. His teammates had given him a monster lead, but he hadn’t been able to maintain it.
“Way to go, Paul,” Barry said, knocking him in the shoulder. 
“Hey, we lost by half a second,” Frank argued. “If you’d run your 1200 a bit faster we would have won too.”
“I doubt it,” Brad said in disgust. “Carter had his number the whole way. I don’t think a 20 second lead would have been enough. The guy is the State Champ in the mile, you know.”
“I wouldn’t have been outkicked,” Barry muttered. 
“Feel like swapping legs next time?” Paul asked their 400 runner as he finally sat up.
“Easy boys,” the Head Coach said, walking up behind them. “We may have lost the race, but the 8 points you earned just clenched the team title. Congratulations.”
“We beat Carmel?” Frank asked. “We’ve still got two events left.”
“Mathematically they can’t catch us,” the Coach said confidently. “Grab yourself a bottle of Gatorade and get your sweats on. We’ve got a victory lap coming in a little bit.”
He clapped Paul on the shoulder and walked off to oversee the next event on the track. 
“Up you go,” Frank said, offering Paul his hand and pulling him to his feet. They walked back over to their tent camp slowly and grabbed their sweats, then joined the rest of their teammates along the fence circling the track and watched their 4x400 team run the final event of the meet, after which they all met on the infield for the awards presentation and gave the Championship trophy an escort around the track before heading back to the bus.
Paul caught up to the Head Coach as he was leaving the press box with the results on his way to the parking lot. 
“You need something, Paul?”
“Is it alright if I do my workout in the afternoon tomorrow on my own?”
“What’s wrong? You have a date at 8am Saturday morning?” he asked sarcastically.
“No, Coach, but I do have a test at 9:00.”
“What sort of test?” he asked, frowning. 
“At the Star Force recruitment center in Indy.”
“Really?” he asked. “What branch?”
“It’s a new category, an A-7.”
“What’s the job description?”
“Not much with this one. It just says they’re looking for the best of the best…and you have to be able to run sub 5:00 in the mile to even try.”
“I thought most of their positions were tech-related.”
“No, they’ve got some pilot and security slots too. Don’t know what this one is about, but what have I got to lose? At least I pass the preliminary requirement.”
The Coach thought for a moment. “25 minute run, 4 strides, double stretching.”
Paul smiled. “Thanks, Coach.”
“Just don’t make a habit of finding ways to skip practice. We’ve still got half the season left and I want you as sharp as can be come Sectional.”
“Will do, Coach,” he said, running off back to the bus. 
  
The next morning he drove himself down to the recruitment center in Indy, the only one in the state of Indiana. He arrived early, then spent nearly forty minutes trying to find parking, leaving him barely 6 minutes to spare when he jogged up to the wide double revolving doors that marked the entrance to the 12 story tall recruitment center, on top of which he noted was one of Star Force’s trademark transports, sitting quietly on the rooftop landing pad.
When Paul got inside he found himself at the back of a short line of people leading up to the attendant’s pod-like station. The woman inside was congenial and soft spoken, and was eating up Paul’s six minutes as she patiently worked her way through the people in front of him in line.
Two men in front of him left the building altogether, while another three were directed to the elevator station…the only other visible item in the main lobby. It was incredible Spartan, but had the trademark spacey feel about it none the less. The whole place felt…sterilized. 
“How can I help you?” the attendant asked, flashing Paul a small smile.
“I have a test scheduled. A-7. 9am.”
She glanced up at what must have been a clock inside her booth. “Better get going. Floor 6, room 3,” she said, thumbing him towards the elevators.
“Thanks,” Paul said, rushing off.
  
“Mr. Taylor, I presume,” a man wearing a dark blue Star Force uniform said when Paul finally arrived at the door to room 3. He was waiting for him outside.
“Yes,” Paul answered pithily.
“You’re right on time. Please step inside.” The middle aged man pulled open the door for him.
Paul walked through, greatly relieved that he had made it on time, but to his surprise there was no one else inside. 
“The test you will be taking will be auditory, meaning that the computer will ask you questions and you will respond as if you were talking to a person. Hit the blue button when you’re ready to begin your answer. When you’re finished answering hit the green button. Take as long as you need, this isn’t a timed test,” the man said, opening one of seven small booths in the room. Paul could see a chair and screen inside.
“What kind of a test is it?”
“A mix of things. Don’t worry about your score like a normal test, just answer each question as honestly as you can. It won’t be like anything you had in school.”
“Good,” Paul muttered, half laughing. “Do I start now?”
“Whenever you’re ready. It will auto-start when I shut the door.”
Paul took a couple of quick breaths. “Let’s do this,” he said, more to himself than the man. He ducked inside the 5 foot tall door and sat down. 
“Good luck,” the man said, pulling the hatch-like door closed behind him.
All was dark for a moment, then the screen lit up with the Star Force symbol bracketed by illumination strips attached to the wall.
“State your name,” a female voice requested.
Paul looked around for the blue button. He found it and two others just in front of his knees.
“Paul Michael Taylor,” he said, then pressed the green button.
“What is two squared?”she asked, along with the numbers appearing on screen.
“Four.”
“In what year did the first moon landing occur?”
“1969.”
“What was the most recent book you have read, if any?”
“Halo: Fall of Reach…or, well, reread actually,” he clarified, realizing that every word he was saying was being recorded. He bit his tongue and pressed the green button again.
“What is your favorite color?”
“What?” he gasped, half laughing. He wasn’t sure he’d heard that right so he hit the white ‘repeat’ button.
“What is your favorite color?” the voice said again.
“Are you serious?” he asked. “Ok, well, I don’t really have one so let’s just go with,” he hit the blue button, “clear.”
“If a woodchuck could chuck wood, how far could he throw it?”
“Is that supposed to be a riddle?” Paul asked, not understanding what this had to do with anything. When he couldn’t figure anything intelligent to say he figured he might as well have some fun with it.
“Depends if his last name is Norris.”
“What is the magic number of Star Wars?”
Ha! That one he did know.
“327.”
“What is the second element in the periodic table.”
“Helium.”
“Blonde, brunette, or redhead?”
“Whichever one is the hottest.”
The mix of academic, cultural, and nonsense questions got more bizarre the longer the test went. By the end of it all Paul had completely lost track of time and in some ways his sanity. He had no idea what the point had been, nor any idea of how he did. 
The testing chamber opened on its own when the questioning was complete and Paul staggered out, stiff from sitting so long. He glanced down at his watch and did a double take.
He’d been in there 4 hours.
“You look a little rough,” the same man said. No one else was in the room, but Paul did notice that three of the other chambers were closed, which conceivably meant that others were going through the same insane test at the moment.
“What was that all about?”
“I get the same general question from everyone who takes it,” he explained, motioning Paul to the door. “And I tell them all the same thing…I’m not allowed to take the test, I don’t know what the questions are, and I’m not told anything about what it’s for, so your guess is probably better than mine.”
“Results?”
“Will be posted when available. They’ll contact you when they have them. For now, head back down to the main lobby via the elevator, go get something to eat, take a nap, and thank you for taking the Star Force recruitment test.”
“It’ll be a long nap,” Paul commented as he left the test proctor and walked awkwardly back to the elevators. 
As he left the building he looked back, wondering what the hell had just happened, then shrugged it off. Whatever score he got was a done deal now. It was time to get back home and get his track workout in.
What he didn’t realize was the blue button had been a placebo. His entire four hour testing session had been recorded, and the point of the test had not been in soliciting answers, but in analyzing his reaction to the questions. 
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Three weeks later Paul was contacted about a follow-up test. He went back down to Indy where he was met by the same man as before.
“Welcome back, Mr. Taylor,” the man said, greeting him in the lobby this time. “This way.”
Without saying anything further Paul followed the man into the elevator and up to the 10th floor where he was put into a very large room filled with what looked like children’s games. Again, he was the only person present.
“What you see,” the man began to explain as he shut the door behind them, “is a series of puzzles, 15 in total. Solve as many as you can.”
“Is there a time limit?”
“You can stay as long as you like, but you only get one chance, so make it count.”
“Are you going to explain these or do I have to guess?”
“I will remain for the duration, but other than explaining what lies before you, I can offer no assistance.”
“Bet that’s boring…ok, what’s this one?”
“The irregularly shaped blocks you see before you can be arranged into a cube 12 units wide. Assemble them correctly and you pass the challenge.”
“What about those?” Paul asked, pointing to a series of levers, pullies, chutes, and other assorted gizmos.
“Mousetrap. Use the available components to get the ball from the red tray into the blue tray to pass the challenge.”
“And that one?” Paul asked, beginning to like this.
“Unlock the door.”
“And that?”
“Deduce which unit is powering the light.”
Paul went on and got the basics on each of the challenges before diving in head first. He had 12 of them solved within three hours, then got hung up on a brain teaser that took him an hour and a half to crack. The remaining two challenges took him another hour, but he had no real trouble with them, finishing the set in the middle of the afternoon.
“Impressive,” the man said, abandoning his silent post against the far wall. “No one at this facility has passed more than 7.”
“What now?” Paul said, beaming.
“Well, I would have you scheduled for a third test on another day, but since we’ve still got daylight left we can proceed now if you like? Or are you too brain fried?”
“I’m game.”
The man smiled. “Good. Follow me.”
Paul was led out of the ‘play area’ and back to the elevator, which took them down to level 4 and a specialized gaming terminal with a large screen, wide keyboard, and an attached chair with ample cushioning.
“Have a seat…”
Paul slid into the chair as the man activated the system. “Are you familiar with RTS games?”
“A few.”
“What you have before you is one, and only one, scenario to pass. You can try as many times as you like, on as many days as you like, which is why I wanted you to start now.”
The screen activated and a large simulated landscape appeared with various locations marked.
“You and five computer players are assaulting one heavily fortified base in a capture the flag scenario. Get the flag, win the game. Simple as that.”
“Sounds a bit too easy,” Paul said warily. 
“I didn’t say it was easy,” the man warned. “It may take you a while to get acquainted with the controls and balance. Take your time.”
“How many people have beaten the game?”
“Can’t tell you that unless you pass.”
“Fair enough,” Paul said, flipping through the control menu as the game began. The man disappeared and left him to the intense time-warping mind lock that was video gaming.
Paul’s first attempt was a trial and error venture, which he quickly lost. He and the other computer players didn’t have the firepower necessary to breach and hold the base’s perimeter defenses. As soon as they had a foothold inside the base, reinforcements would overwhelm and destroy what was left of their attacking force. 
Conventional gaming strategy held that if a direct attack was impossible, try for a roundabout approach. Paul’s next line of attack, after the base defenders had counterattacked and wiped out his own encampment, was to probe around the base perimeter for weaknesses using long ranged attacks. He learned a great deal about the position and distribution patterns the enemy was employing, but whatever long range damage he incurred required too many units, leaving him without sufficient assault units to actually invade the base.
His third attempt was a try at misdirection, using a number of faints to reposition the enemy away from his true objective. He partially succeeded, which prompted him to try several more times. It wasn’t until his 8th run-through of the game that he realized he was missing the whole point…and stupidly so.
It was his computer allies. He had to coordinate attacks to break the base defenses…but how?
He highlighted one of his allies’ main bases and smiled as he found a menu prompt. When he opened it he found four preset strategies that he could order them to employ, though he still had no control over their individual units.
With that revelation he compiled a basic strategy, assigning his own troops the most sensitive challenge…that of long range bombardment. He tasked his factories to spew out the siege tanks and set them up at appropriate range, creating a few guard units from the remaining unit slots available to him to protect the valuable assets.
Able to reach the wall while remaining just clear of return fire, Paul’s tanks beat down the outer defenses closest to his position while two of his computer allies assaulted the perimeter uselessly with infantry and conventional tanks. As he took down some of the base’s wall turrets, the survival rate of his allies’ troops in that area increased, allowing them to do yet more damage to the perimeter.
The enemy then counterattacked with air assets, slaughtering most of the assault force as well as coming after Paul’s siege tanks, but some anti-air assets he’d built thinned their numbers enough that he only lost two tanks to the assault before a large mass of allied air units flew into the fray using a pre-requested rush tactic, taking out the enemy air assets and assaulting the wall defenses of their own accord as more infantry and tank reinforcements began trickling in underneath their protective swarm…which was even now thinning from combat attrition.
Now was the key, Paul knew. While his allies assaulted the base…an assault that wouldn’t prove effective in the long run…he repositioned his tanks closer to the wall, in territory that originally would have put them within the range of the base’s defense turrets. Those turrets were currently out of operation and, thanks to his allies’ diversion, the base defense units couldn’t counterattack during his moment of transitional weakness. He set his tanks and arrayed his defenses, then proceeded on pounding additional base defense turrets and units that had previously been beyond his reach.
Paul repeated the advance numerous times, locking down the territory around his tightly packed and defended tank group and leap-frogging forward when his allies collected enough forces to temporarily punch their way forward. It was time consuming, but easy enough that Paul was certain that he’d discerned the purpose of the test.
“Teamwork,” he whispered as computer player number 4 broke through the final defenses and arrived at the target, capturing the flag and winning the scenario for the team while not a single one of Paul’s units had so much as even entered the enemy base.
He smiled, then squinted as his vision left the computer screen. How long had it been anyway?
He glanced down at his watch, then turned to look out the windows behind him, seeing that the sun was just going down. He’d been playing for another 5 hours…but it had been time well spent.
“When do you graduate?” the man asked, reappearing beside him and tossing a small card into his lap.
“Next Thursday,” Paul said, looking at the card. It had a swipe strip and a Star Force logo on it. “What’s this?”
“Fifty bucks…go get yourself something to eat. You’ve got to be starving.”
“I hadn’t noticed,” Paul said, pocketing the corporate debit card. “How many others passed?” he asked as he pulled himself out of the chair, finding his legs a bit wobbly. The man was right, he was hurting for food right now, and his mouth was dry as a bone. He walked over to the nearby water fountain and took care of his thirst, stretching out euphorically as he did so. 
“Sixteen,” the man told him. “On this continent.”
Paul blanched. “Really?”
“Do you want in?”
“To Star Force?” Paul asked, wanting clarification. He didn’t believe this was happening.
“Into the A-7 program, yes.”
“What is that, exactly?”
“The best of the best…beyond that, I don’t know. You have to enter orientation on a blind contract.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that whatever they want you for, it’s a corporate secret. I can tell you that the base pay starts out at $110,000.”
“Where do I sign up?” he asked enthusiastically.
“Downstairs…but you can sign the papers later. Report back to the recruitment center on December 15th and don’t expect to see home again anytime soon. Where exactly you’re going I’m not allowed to know, but you have to leave everything behind. No phone, bag, clothes…nothing. From the time you ship out from here Star Force becomes your life.”
“Wow,” was all Paul could think to say.
“If you want in, that is. Think it over long and hard. If you decide that’s too much for you, just don’t show up the 15th and nothing further will be said. If you want in, show up, sign the contract, and ship out on the adventure of your life.”
“Oh, I’ll be here,” Paul said, grinning from ear to ear.
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True to his word, Paul showed up at the Indy recruiting center on the 15th with his parents and sister, who watched him sign the paperwork and said their final goodbyes. A bit misty eyed, but eager to get underway with the promised adventure, Paul left his family in the lobby and entered the elevator…not realizing it would be the last time he’d ever see them face to face.
“You ready for this?” his handler asked. This was the third time he’d met the man, who had yet to give his name.
“Not sure what this is,” Paul noted, “but yeah, I’m ready.”
“Good,” he commented as the elevator doors opened. “First things first though. I need you to take a shower and get into a recruit’s uniform. Your clothes, shoes, watch and anything else on your person stay here. Do you have any piercings?”
“No.”
“In there,” the man pointed to a side room. “Various sizes of clothing have been laid out. Make sure it all fits before you leave.”
“Clean break…I get it,” Paul said, going inside the pristine locker room. Again, he was the only person present.
There were six booths, lined up two by three with a long bench in between the rows, on top of which his clothing options were laid out, along with a towel. He looked inside one of the booths and saw it was a mini-bathroom, including a shower. He grabbed the towel behind him and went inside.
A long ten minutes later he emerged from the booth clean as a whistle wearing nothing but the towel. The shower had a massage setting and he’d been tempted to stay in longer and soak up the warm water, but he didn’t want to keep his ride waiting. Paul sorted through the various sizes and styles of underwear, socks, and pants, grabbing what he thought would fit best and retreated into the booth to get dressed.
He came back out with pants on, but the socks had been too big. He changed them out for a tiny pair that looked far too small to fit him, but the material was stretchy enough that they ended up fitting just right.
The pants he wore were white with a blue stripe down the sides, and there were a number of matching jackets laid out, along with blue T-shirts made of some type of synthetic material that form fitted to his body as Paul wiggled one on. He tried on three of the jackets before again picking one that looked smaller than it fit, then went about trying on shoes.
Smooth covered with no laces, the shoes felt like his running shoes but had different size numbers than he was used to. Normally he wore a 9, but the ones labeled 3.2 fit him best. There was no way to tie or fasten the shoes, which felt odd, but the material also flexed enough to lightly grip his feet. While he would have classified the shoes as slip-ons, they didn’t wear like them and actually fit with the body-forming motif of the entire ensemble.
He took a few seconds to check his reflection in the wall length mirror then walked back over to the booth he’d used and grabbed his old clothing, which he deposited in an empty bin sitting on the table labeled as such.
Paul glanced around, taking in the moment. 
“Here we go,” he whispered before heading back out the door.
“Looking better already,” the man commented, pointing him back towards the elevator. “You’re going to be flown down to Phoenix, then transferred to another flight that will take you to your final destination. And no, I don’t know where that is. From here on out you and the other A-7 recruits become ghosts as far as the rest of us are concerned.”
“Others?” Paul asked, entering the now familiar elevators.
“Everyone is being shipped out together, though you’re the only one from here. You’ll probably meet up with a few others at Phoenix, then the rest at your destination.”
“How many are there?”
“First recruiting class contains 100 slots,” the man said as the elevator opened onto the rooftop landing platform. “There’s your ride.”
Paul couldn’t help but smile as he saw the blocky VTOL Star Force transport sitting on the pad with its massive fan blade engines whining softly in preparation for launch. The design reminded him of the Pelican dropships from Halo, though this one looked a bit more robust. In fact, it looked too heavy altogether to leave the ground, but Paul had seen footage of the aircraft before and knew they were much more nimble than their fattish appearance allowed.
“Thanks,” Paul offered, leaving the man at the elevator hub and crossing the wide snowy rooftop pad to where another Star Force member was waiting for him at the aft boarding ramp. 
“Welcome to the party,” she said jovially, motioning him inside. “Guess you’re the only customer today.”
“Looks like it,” Paul said, walking up the ramp and into the Mantis-class transport. There was an equipment/cargo bay directly aft, looking like the bottom half of a metallic box, but in front of that were a pair of rows of high backed seats underneath an overhead storage compartment.
“You need to strap in for takeoff, but after we get underway just relax, take a nap, or do some reading,” she said, handing him a small computer pad with internet access.
“Sweet,” Paul said, accepting the anti-boredom device as he sat down. There were no windows in the aft section of the Mantis, and the two rows of seats were facing each other over a small open section with the pilot’s compartment to his right, from which there was a steady stream of outside light in addition to that coming from the boarding ramp.
When the co-pilot closed it, the interior illumination panels lit up and kept the inside amicably cheery despite the Spartan design of the Star Force workhorse. Virtually all personnel and cargo transfers were accomplished via a fleet of these small aircraft, giving the space-focused corporation the 5th largest airborne cargo fleet on the planet.
After checking to make sure Paul’s straps were secure, the co-pilot retreated to the forward compartment and strapped herself in for takeoff. Though he couldn’t see it, he could both feel and hear the six fan blade engine pods on the Mantis’s exterior ramp up and shoot the transport into the sky. 
It gained vertical altitude quickly, then extended four recessed wing blades and tipped the engine pods to begin lateral thrust. Within 10 seconds they were gaining speed and headed out of Indiana’s capitol city towards the southwest.
Paul quickly realized the necessity of the restraints, having dropped his pad during the abrupt takeoff. Once the flight settled out he unstrapped and retrieved the device from the floor, glad to see that it hadn’t broken. When he turned it on he realized it wasn’t just for internet access…it was also a link-in to Star Force’s own data network.
His attention immediately caught, he perused through historical records, schematics, data files, and even found the tracking program that showed his Mantis’s exact position and projected flight path along with hundreds of others currently in the air, as well as the ground to orbit traffic coming out of four Star Force spaceports at or near the equator.
The otherwise long flight passed quickly for Paul, who was devouring the newly accessible information as fast as he could retrieve it. Star Force had been in existence for nearly 15 years, and in that time they’d established quite an extensive database.
Paul had barely scratched the surface when the co-pilot stuck her head back into the passenger compartment.
“Hi. Need to strap in again, we’re about to land.”
“Got it,” Paul confirmed, grabbing the couplers and cinching himself back in. The co-pilot waited to make sure he was snug then disappeared back into the cockpit. A few moments later he heard the wing blades retract and the engine pods ramp up their thrust as their speed slowed and Paul’s head tilted right, his shoulders testing the strength of the restraints, but the violent acceleration that he’d felt on liftoff never manifested itself and the landing went much smoother than he’d anticipated.
The co-pilot reappeared and watched him unstrap. “I’ll need that back.”
“Thanks,” Paul said, handing it back to her. 
“These trips can get pretty boring if you don’t have something to focus your mind on,” she said as the aft boarding ramp began to lower. 
“Sweet ride though,” Paul offered.
“That it is,” she agreed with a smile as the ramp hit the ground. “Off you go.”
Paul nodded to her and walked down to meet another Star Force member, this one wearing a uniform much like his own, only without the blue stripes.
“You’re Paul?” he asked.
“I am.”
“Follow me,” the man said, heading off what Paul soon realized was an insanely large airfield, with dozens of Mantises parked on individual pads sprinkled throughout a sea of empty ones, along with some larger transports that he’d never seen before. 
“What is this place?” he asked, catching up to the man and falling in step side by side with him.
“It’ll be our 5th spaceport when it’s completed next year. For our purposes it’s a staging area to assemble the trainees.”
“Our?”
“I’ve been assigned to the A-7 project as one of your handlers. Name’s Jenkins,” he said, extending his hand.
“Paul Taylor,” he said, accepting the gesture. “Can you tell me what A-7 actually is?”
“Not yet. It’ll be explained to all of you simultaneously once we reach the training site.”
“And where’s that?”
“Classified,” Jenkins said almost apologetically. “Don’t worry, you’ll get all the answers you want soon enough.”
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Paul was led inside a commons area that was partially operational and got a bite to eat while he waited for the rest of the trainees to arrive, which took another two hours. Then he and five others boarded another Mantis and took off for locations unknown. Jenkins sat on one end of the twin rows of seats, next to the cargo section on Paul’s side while the trainees were seated three facing three with ample room to spare between them. The seating compartment was designed to hold a dozen.
Across from him sat three guys, each looking to be about 20 or so. Seated to Paul’s right was another guy that he guessed was his age, while on his left was, to his surprise, a girl that was probably older than them all, though he couldn’t be sure. All of them could easily have been college students, which was where Paul had been headed in a few months had he not tested out for Star Force.
None of them spoke much, and the first half hour of their trip was sat in silence with them seeming to size each other up then interest themselves in the computer pads they’d been given to pass the time, but after a while Paul couldn’t help himself and leaned over his shoulder and whispered to the girl.
“Did you really run sub 5:00?”
She looked back at him. “4:39 converted from a 1500.”
“College then?” Paul guessed, impressed.
“Duke, last year. You?”
“4:29 converted from a 1600,” he said, happy to have still been faster than her.
“Relay split?”
“Regional, actually.”
“High school?” she asked, frowning. “What state runs 1600?”
“Indiana.”
“Really?” she asked. Most states ran 1500 as their ‘mile.’ Colleges and pros too.
“Four laps makes more sense than three and three quarters,” he argued, sticking up a bit for his state. “And we don’t have the stupid classes either. Our state meet is a real state meet.”
“Relax, kid. I just didn’t realize anyone ran 1600.”
“Kid?” Paul asked disappointed, overacting the part. “Guess that means dating is out of the question.”
She laughed. “If I wanted a love life I’d already have one.”
“Hard to get, huh?”
“No, I just get tired of guys seeing a girl and thinking we have nothing better to do than fall in love,” she said with a mix of sarcasm and levity.
Paul smiled. “Fair enough.”
“I’m Sara, by the way,” she offered.
“Paul,” he answered her, then turned to the others. “We’re all A-7, right?”
He received four nods of agreement.
“Am I the youngest here?” he asked, glancing around. “I’m 17, just graduated from high school. She’s out of college,” he said, pointing at Sara, “and you guys?”
“22…name’s Scott,” the guy directly across from Paul said. 
“18,” the guy on his right said. “I just graduated too. I’m Ryan.”
“Yori…21…and I was a sophomore at UNC before getting this gig.”
“How old are you?” the last guy, seated to Paul’s cattycorner left, asked Sara.
“23,” she answered.
“Guess that makes me the old man at 24. I’m Greg Statburn.”
“The Greg Statburn…” Ryan asked, doing a double take. “…from the Denver Broncos?”
“The same.”
“Actually,” Jenkins interrupted, “you’re Greg 073 now. Your last names got left behind along with all your other possessions. You’re Sara 012,” the handler continued. “Paul 024. Ryan 096. Scott 055. Yori 007.”
“Awesome,” Yori exclaimed at getting James Bond’s number.
“How many of us are there?” Sara asked.
“A hundred.” 
“So does somebody have number 100 or 000?”
“All of your group start with numeral 0. Number 100 will be the first member of the second class,” Jenkins explained.
“Why not start everyone with number 1?” Paul asked. “That way it matches the group number.”
“No…” Yori muttered in protest.
“Not my decision,” Jenkins deferred. “But the identifiers are going to stick. Like it or not, that’s your name from now on.”
“Anything else we need to know?” Greg asked Jenkins.
“Not at the moment.”
“Well then,” Greg continued. “My background is obviously football, what about you?”
“Track,” Sara answered.
“Same here,” Paul chimed in.
“Soccer,” Ryan said, tossing a warning glance at Paul.
“Soccer?” he echoed dramatically. “Can’t believe I’m sitting next to you.”
“Same here,” Ryan said tongue in cheek. The two sports in high school didn’t mesh well.
Sara elbowed Paul in the ribs, but he could see she was cracking a smile.
“What’s wrong with soccer?” Scott asked.
“You too?” Paul accused.
“No, I’m Canadian…or was,” he said, glancing at Jenkins. 
“Hockey?” Ryan asked.
“What else?” 
“What about you 007?” Greg asked.
“Gymnastics,” he answered deadpan.
Paul glanced at Ryan, then back at Yori. “That’s even worse.”
“Na,” he said, laughing, “I’m just kidding…Triathlon.”
Paul had to laugh at that. Gymnasts’ builds were so ill suited to running that he doubted any of them could have run a sub 5:00 mile. In fact, he should have known better. “How fast?”
“4:20,” Yori answered.
Paul nodded once out of respect. Not quite as fast as Carter, but still well beyond him.
“Do any of you know what we’ll actually be doing?” Scott asked. “They wouldn’t tell me anything.”
“Me neither,” Greg echoed. The others all shook their heads no.
“A few more hours and that will all change,” Jenkins said calmly, but with a bit of eerie reverence in his voice. “I can promise you that.”
The six trainees exchanged glances, catching the odd sound in his voice. 
“Guess we wait then,” Greg pronounced. “Anyone up for a game,” he said, hefting his computer pad.
“Bring it,” Paul responded, calling up the games subdirectory. 
“I’m game,” Sara added.
“Sure, why not,” Ryan agreed.
“Jenkins, you want in?” Greg offered.
“I’m good,” the man said, leaning back fractionally and crossing his arms.
“I’m in,” Scott added.
“Mario Kart?” Yori suggested. 
“I call Yoshi,” Paul said quickly.
“Mario Kart it is,” Greg declared, pulling up the game file. “But I have to warn you, I’m a wicked shot with a turtle shell.”
  
After many hours of gaming, talking, and napping the Mantis finally arrived at their destination with the copilot linking in their computer pads to the external cameras so they could watch their approach.
“What is that?” Sara asked, seeing a grey island in the middle of the ocean. 
“It’s what will be Atlantis when it’s finished,” Jenkins said without needing to look at a screen. “It’ll be Star Force’s primary hub, as well as your new home for the foreseeable future. The training areas are complete, along with about half the interior. The rest will take another two years to complete.”
“Is it floating?” Ryan asked, studying his pad intently.
“We’re in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, but there are no landmasses in the area. The city is built up from the sea floor.”
“How deep?” Paul asked.
“Should be in your data files,” Jenkins directed. 
The six of them quickly located the ‘Atlantis’ file and pulled up the city’s schematics. 
“Six kilometers wide?” Scott said in dismay.
“They started building it over 10 years ago,” Jenkins added. “This has been part of the master plan since Star Force’s inception.”
“Is that master plan in here too?” Greg asked, hefting his computer pad.
“No,” Jenkins answered ironically. “But you’re going to get the full brief after we land from Director Davis himself. I suggest you save any more questions for him.”
The six trainees exchanged glances, then watched their approach to the city intently. Upon closer inspection, only part of the surface of the city was smooth, the rest had patchy holes with support ribs exposed. It actually reminded Paul of the second Death Star, except that it was nearly flat on top, with a slight curve that dropped sharply at the edges. 
When the Mantis flew over the edge of the ocean city Paul realized that the surface wasn’t uniform at all. There was a smoothness to the design, but with various numbs and flat spots spread out sporadically. Down the center of it all was a system of runways for fixed wing craft, large enough to accommodate even the heaviest of jumbo jets. 
Scattered throughout the runway spokes were smaller landing pads for the VTOL craft, one of which they were headed for. As they lowered down towards their mark, the city’s size grew exponentially, with Paul and the others realizing that the size had been an optical illusion. The normal sized runways were in fact quads, with neutral zones in between. The pad they were coming down on was also visually deceptive, in that it wasn’t one pad, but a cluster of 21 with a number of support structures interspersed between them.
“This place is insane,” Ryan commented.
“Wait till you’re inside,” Jenkins said, holding tight to his restraints as they descended rapidly. A long minute later they touched down.
“I’ll show you to your quarters,” Jenkins said as they all unstrapped and headed aft. “You have three and a half hours downtime before the assembly. Get something to eat and a fresh change of clothes. You might also want to hit the track for a few laps to shake out of your legs, just don’t go wondering off. First time here it’s easy to get lost.”
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Paul found himself sitting in a small amphitheatre that was only a 5th full along with the other A-7 recruits as several men onstage conversed with each other. Eventually one of them took the dais as the others retreated down into the seats.
“Welcome,” Davis said as he looked out at the 100 candidates clustered together in the front most rows. “I apologize for keeping you in the dark as long as we have, but as you’re about to see it was with good reason. My name is Sean Davis, Director of all Star Force operations. You,” he said, pointing at the recruits, “are to become my counterparts in the coming days, leading Star Force into an uncertain future. Before we get into that, however, you need to get caught up on recent history.”
Davis activated a large display screen behind him, nearly the size of a tennis court.
“18 years ago I held the position of CEO of the Pegasus Corporation, the multi-national entity that spawned Star Force, when an archeological discovery was made in Antarctica.”
The screen showed a map of the southern continent and the position of the find.
“It was an accident. A Pegasus biologist was studying a rare find of vegetation amongst the snow and ice. Buried just below the surface was a heat source that supported the Santa grass that she was investigating. The upper edge of that heat source was stumbled upon by the biological expedition and an excavation team was sent to discover exactly what they had found.”
Davis altered the screen to show a grid of photos of the dig site.
“What they uncovered was a massive pyramid, buried beneath the surprisingly deep Antarctic soil. It is constructed of a material unknown to us and emits a low amount of heat. It appears as if stone, but it is not. I can tell you that it is the hardest material ever discovered and it absorbs energy directed at it. Our laser mining tools had no effect on the material, and it took many convention diamond coated drill bits to bore a hole through the outer structure and gain entrance.”
The pictures shifted to the interior while the left half of the screen manifested a wireframe diagram of the entire pyramid.
“What we found inside we never revealed to the public, nor any nation, corporate entity, or individual outside of Pegasus. To this day, the site in Antarctica remains a secret, as we continue to study the technology within, which is far more advanced than anything we could have imagined.”
Paul squinted at the images, trying to pull it all together. The rest of the trainees were at a similar impasse. 
“The pyramid has, among other things, a central computer system that we were eventually able to gain access to. Those who built it used a language different from any known on Earth, and to be honest we haven’t completely figured it out yet, but with a limited vocabulary established we were able to retrieve some valuable information about who built it, what happened to them, and what implications it has on the future.”
Davis altered the images again, this time showing a number of large skeletons.
“These are images from our first days inside. We counted over 400 skeletons. As you can probably deduce, they are dinosaurs. Some varieties of which have not been found anywhere else on the planet to date.”
Davis paused, letting what he had said sink in and preparing to deliver what had been traumatic news to others. Some had refused to accept the truth, others had thought he was joking…he hoped the recruits would take the news better, so he had decided to just tell them straight out.
“The origins of life on this planet have been accounted for by two predominant theories. The first of which is creation by an intelligent, all powerful being or God. The second is the gradual evolution from simple protein chains up through the millennia to current day Humans. What we learned in Antarctica is that neither story is true.”
“The skeletons that you see here are the remains of the builders of the pyramid.”
Paul stirred in his seat along with the other trainees. Dinosaurs?
“They call themselves the V’kit’no’sat,” Davis said, continuing on. “There are many races within the greater group, each as intelligent, if not more so than Humans. They are immensely powerful, highly territorial…and not originally from this planet.”
Davis altered the display to a star chart with various colored dots and interconnecting lines.
“We were able to retrieve a map of their holdings at the time the pyramid was lost to them, approximately 106,000 years ago. They were, at that time, in possession of at least 2,000 star systems, perhaps more. Detailed records outside of the local region are sketchy, so we don’t have an exact accounting, but we do know that our star system is located in what was their frontier region so to speak.”
Davis paused again, looking out at the recruits and gauging their reaction. None of them spoke, but he could see in their eyes that they were intently curious. That was a good sign.
“According to the last records, a schism had formed within the V’kit’no’sat in what we’ve come to call the Raptor Rebellion. It seems they utilize a rigid caste system, which the Rit’ko’sor, what we call Raptors, refuted after more than a million years of collective history. A civil war broke out, during which the frontier colonies were either lost, abandoned, or simply forgotten.”
“We don’t know exactly what happened on Earth, but there was a battle fought, as evidenced by the remains in the pyramid. Why neither side prevailed or chose to remain is a lingering mystery, but after the battle the pyramid auto-powered down after a period of inactivity and remained in waiting mode until we discovered it and began to figure out how to make things work. To this day, we have nominal control of the pyramid’s functions, yet we have barely scratched the surface of their technology.”
“What small discoveries we have made have been incorporated into Star Force technology, which as you all know is considerably superior to that from any other corporation or nation. We are slowly revealing what we have learned, so as to not tip our hand, but our current technological assets are considerably greater than what we have made available to the public, which is why we’ve been able to take on the massive construction project that you are currently sitting in.”
“That said, let me emphasize that the technology of the V’kit’no’sat is so far beyond us that we may never understand it all. What we are working with now is essentially sticks and stones compared with their lightsaber. We are completely outclassed…and therein lies the ultimate problem.”
Davis sighed. “I’m sure many of you are already thinking ahead to the unspoken questions. Where are they now? What happens if they return? Are they friend or foe?”
He adjusted the display again, going back to the visual records of the skeletons.
“There was one race whose skeletons were not found inside the pyramid, oddly enough. According to the records they were present in the colony world, as well as assigned to duty within the pyramid. We even discovered special living quarters for them at the summit. They are a diminutive race by comparison, with no standing in the V’kit’no’sat. They were a slave race, one of many, but they were the most prominent, the most widely used and, arguably, the most valuable. They were used as soldiers, assassins, cannon fodder for the larger battles, scouts, techs, and any other tasks that their small size and dexterity afforded them.”
“You’re talking about us,” one of the recruits interrupted.
Davis nodded slowly. “Yes. Humans were brought to this planet, this colony of the V’kit’no’sat, as their slaves.”
There was silence for a moment before Paul decided to speak. 
“Hostile then…” he concluded.
“Very, from what we’ve been able to gleam from their records. I know this is a lot to take in all at once, but the reason why you’re here is because you’re the best this planet has to offer. You’re physically strong, highly intelligent, and moreover you’re troubleshooters, adaptive rather than imitative. You learn fast, and seek out the truth by instinct rather than by instruction. Already you are analyzing what I’ve told you, piecing together the threads, gauging our chances and the difficulties ahead…and realizing why it was imperative that this be kept a secret from the rest of the planet.”
Paul flinched as Davis called him out. That’s exactly what he had been doing. 
He glanced to the side, looking at the others. A guy two seats down looked back and they made eye contact, both realizing that they were more alike than either of them had accounted for.
“I created Star Force with the singular purpose of developing a counterbalance to the threat we face, not just from a potential return of the V’kit’no’sat, but from the other alien races out there, and there are many according to the databanks. We aren’t a match for any of them, and the only reason we survive to this day is because of our anonymity. It is our greatest strength, but something that we have absolutely no control over…nor can we assume that it will last forever.”
“I don’t know how to prepare for this threat…because there is no way we can win if they do return. We are vastly outmatched, which you will learn the finer details about in time. We can’t close the technological gap in ten years, a hundred, a thousand, or even ten thousand…and there’s no way of knowing how much further they’ve advanced in the past 106,000 years.”
“Bottom line is, if they come back we can’t win. So what do we do?”
Davis let that question hang in the air until someone decided to answer it.
“We run,” Sara said, two rows down from Paul.
Davis smiled. “We can’t even do that, at the moment. We have one planet, limited technology, and no clue what we’re really up against. You’re here to change that.”
He changed the screen to a view of Atlantis.
“While we are training you to become the best that you can be, I’ll be attempting to unify the rest of the planet and begin the push for the colonization of space. This city will become an embassy of sorts…neutral ground in the politics that have been choking off any real progress on that front. Star Force will attempt to guide the colonization rush once it begins and seek to avoid the conflicts typical of such events throughout our recent history. This we have already begun, but once Atlantis is complete the push to space will begin in earnest.”
“In order to pursue both agendas, Star Force must develop a military of its own, in addition to our corporate angles. This must be done in secret as well, so that we can secure and stabilize our own planet before we begin exploring and expanding to others.”
“But do not misunderstand me…we are not attempting to take over the world. Other than Atlantis and our other ground based facilities, we will have no interaction with the surface. All our focus will be on orbit and beyond. We cannot, under any circumstances, allow the move to space to become World War III. To safeguard against that, Star Force must develop a peace keeping force stronger and larger than any nation. Right now there isn’t a single nation with military assets in space, which gives us the opportunity to get established there first…before any potential fireworks can break out.”
“You will be the first of that peace keeping force. You will be the trailblazers. You will build Star Force’s fleet from the ground up. I don’t know how to do that, and really no one else does either. You have been selected for your learning skills, and learn you will have to as we go about this endeavor. First in your training, which will be extensive and intense. We will teach you everything we can…but after you graduate from your basic training, you will be the leaders. You will be in charge.”
Davis let his gaze sweep over each and every one of the assembled 100.
“I know this is too much to thrust upon your shoulders…but this is the reality of the situation we face. If any or all of you do not want to do this, we’ll find you another position within Star Force. Your contract will be honored, and you will still be required to keep the extremely valuable secret I’ve shared with you, but leadership is not something that can be demanded of someone. It has to be accepted.”
“The question before you is this…will you accept the challenge of leading Star Force, and our planet, into a bleak and uncertain future?”
Paul exchanged glances with Greg, who was sitting on his right. The former NFL running back cracked a smile.
“Hell yes.” 
  
-----
  
STAR FORCE Facebook Page
LIKE…Comment…Share
I want to hear your feedback…good, bad, or ugly. ;)
  
STAR FORCE Wiki
For keeping all those planets straight!
  
Twitter: @STARFORCEwisdom
Your daily dose of Davis.
  
Thanks for reading!
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