Several minutes later…


The conference room that Wright herded them into was large, with several rows of chairs laid out with a path between then and a raised stage at the front of the room with more chairs and a podium on it. Behind the podium and chairs, affixed to the wall was the Offering crest, the five multicolored streaks that Akira guessed represented the mecha hurtling away from Earth in a delta pattern. The candidates filed in and Wright indicated that he wanted each of them to take a seat.

Wright walked to the side of the stage, climbed a few steps and made his way to the podium. He reached the podium and adjusted the microphone and himself once there, all the while looking around the room at the faces. After a moment, he gave them an easy, comforting smile,

“I would like to welcome you all to the first official day of your training in preparation for the Offering initiative. Since time is of the essence, I’m not going to be up here all day but I would like to take this opportunity to refresh you all on the phases of this operation, the portions of your training and I will also hold a brief question and answer session afterwards.” He cleared his throat and continued. 

“I suppose that the first issue I need address is what happened after the psychic awakening procedure as well as things like how long have you been out and what are the things on your wrists. Am I right?”

A chorus of nods and affirmations followed. Akira was most curious as to the purpose of the bands around his limbs and neck. He had tried to pry one of them off several times and thus far, nothing had worked. Whatever metal the bands were made out of, it was too strong to be broken with human strength alone and as far as he could tell, there were no clasps or locks keeping them together. He didn’t care to have strange bands placed on him and from the looks of things, neither did Grant, who had been tugging at the things since they awoke, the look of frustration on his face increasing steadily.

Wright raised his hands, indicating that he wanted it quiet and everyone became silent. “To answer the first question, you all blacked out after the P.A.E procedure, which is a natural side-effect and was to be expected.” 

That reminded Akira that he needed to talk to Wright about the complication with his procedure. He felt fine; but from what he could remember, there had been some problems with the process and his heart had stopped at some point. He didn’t care for the thought of that at all and reminded himself that he needed to get some answers.

“To answer the second question, the procedure is not one that causes a person to be at there best. Several of you vomited, urinated and even defecated on the table, which we cleaned up after each procedure and which is also the reason why you all are wearing different clothes.” All of the candidates looked around at each other, most of them red from embarrassment, trying to remember if they had done their personal human business in front of everyone. Akira could remember vomiting on the floor but that was it.

Wright laughed, “I wouldn’t suggest that you feel any kind of embarrassment at that, since there is no reason for it. We put you all through a horrendous process and I have to say that you all did very well. The room that we took you all to is the room that is going to serve as your mutual group quarters for the next several months, in adherence to the first part of your training.”

Shock went through the group and Akira looked over at Grant and Rachel, both of whom were looking back at him. He shrugged, “It was to be expected. I mean, doesn’t every other military in the world train it’s soldiers by making them live together? Why should we be any different?”

Nicholas Standford, the rude, blond haired American that Grant had gotten into the argument with over Rene earlier, shot up out of his seat, an indignant look on his face. “You mean to tell me that I’m going to have to room with this……rabble?”

Before Wright could even respond, Nicolae Karafsky, the towering Russian stood up behind him and looked down at the much smaller man, rage in his pale blue eyes. “What do you mean rabble? Eh, little man?”

Akira thought that if Nicholas had a shred of sense about him, he would have sat back down and shut up then but unfortunately for him, good sense didn’t seem to be something he had ample amount of. Considering the murderous look that the hulking Russian was giving him, it amazed Akira that Nicholas wasn’t peeing his pants. 

“What I mean is that I shouldn’t have to room with you commoners.” He turned and looked at Wright, oblivious to the fact that Nicolae looked as if he was going to go into orbit. “I demand that you give me own room and accommodations.”

Wright looked at him with amusement on his face, as if he found Nicholas’s comments to be funny. “We will do no such thing. You will live with the other candidates, just like everyone else, “ Nicholas made to interrupt him but Wright raised his voice, “ALTHOUGH, if you should decide that you can’t abide by the same training as everyone else, then we will wash you from the program and have you out of here on the next plane. That’s your option, although I know that I wouldn’t want to have to run home like a coward, just because I wasn’t man enough to deal with the training.”

At that, Nicholas screwed his face up in a look of resentment and sat back down in his chair and Nicolae did the same, although the Russian glared needles at the back of Nicholas’s head the whole time. Akira found it amusing that Wright had so easily manipulated the arrogant American, using reverse psychology to make Nicholas accept the training.

Wright looked back at them, “With that resolved, I will continue. In between the surgery and us placing you in the room to rest, we obviously stripped you and washed you all down, for hygiene and decency sake. That was when we placed the bands on you,” he looked down at Akira and Grant, “and just to inform you two, no you can’t get them off, no matter how hard you try.”

“What are they exactly? Some sort of tracking device?” Grant asked.

“They do have a tracking node in them but that’s not their primary purpose. They are called PGFE’s, short for Personal Gravity Field Enhancer’s and their purpose is simple; they increase the gravity around the person wearing them, causing his muscles to have to work harder in everything they do, causing an almost perpetual increase in the natural strength of the person wearing them. In short, wearing those, you will be receive a work out in whatever you do, from actual working out, to lifting your fork.”

Everyone in the crowd began looking at the bands and Kevin, in a spurt of inspiration, began waving his arm back and forth, as if expecting something to happen. Akira was impressed with the simplicity of it all. No matter we do, we’ll be gaining strength. I had wondered how he planned on getting this group in shape. He saw a motion to his left as Grant raised his hand and stood up. 

“Yes Mr. Chandling?” Wright looked at him.

“I have a couple of questions regarding these things, if you don’t mind.”

Wright shook his head, “Of course not, go ahead.”

Grant raised a hand and one finger, “My first question is if these things continually up the intensity of the field. I’m asking because it occurs to me that after a point, a person would naturally adapt to a static setting.”

Wright nodded, “Yes gravity will keep increasing as your muscles and skeletal structure become more use the increase. The maximum possible output on those is roughly four times normal Earth gravity, although I doubt any of you will reach that point anytime soon.”

Grant looked astonished at the possibility of living in four times Earth’s ambient gravity and Akira couldn’t blame him. The possibilities were astoundingly fascinating. If a person could jump 3 feet straight up in four times Earth’s gravity, then theoretically, they could jump 12 feet straight up in normal gravity. 

Grant raised a second finger, “Second question; do the bands automatically decrease the field at certain points to allow the muscles time to rest and rebuilt themselves? I was a physical education major and the last time I checked, constant pressure on a muscle did nothing to help build it up, they need time to rebuild.”

Again, Wright nodded, “That’s a good question and the answer is yes. The bands have sensors in them automatically read the condition of your body at any given time. They know when to ease off, giving the muscle time to relax and rebuild. The field will also decrease while you are sleeping, giving everything time to relax.”

Grant seemed satisfied at the answer but he raised a third finger, “Lastly, you mentioned that they have a tracking node.” He eyes Wright suspiciously, “Why do you need to track us? Are you afraid we’ll run away or something?”

Wright shook his head, “No, I’m not worried in the least, in fact you all couldn’t leave without our permission if you wanted to. All 30 of you are monitored around the clock and it’s impossible for you to escape this base.”

Dissension stirred in the crowd at that but Wright help us his hands, indicating he wanted quiet, “I don’t mean that as a threat, believe me. All of you came here of your own free will and can leave the same way. The reason we have you under constant surveillance is because you are gifted with something that is extremely rare and we want to make sure that’s kept safe.” He winked at them, “I mean honestly, if the fate of the world rested on someone else’s shoulders, wouldn’t you want them kept snug and safe?”

Akira saw a movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see Steven Shaw, the pale American boy with long, greasy black hair tied in a ponytail, standing up. “So the recluse can talk.” Akira hadn’t talked to Stephen and the only reason he knew his name was because of a candidate roster that was e-mailed out to all the candidates when they first arrived, informing them of each other names. It had taken him awhile to figure out who Steven was, as he was rarely seen and spoke to no one. He ate at odd times and as far as anyone knew, spent most of his time alone in his room.

Shaw began speaking and Akira was surprise to hear a deep and almost refined voice come out of him, “I would like to address something that has been bothering me as of late involving this entire operation.” Wright gestured, indicating that he wanted Shaw to continue. “First of all, it has been brought up several times that we are, thanks to some sort of latent ability we all possess, the prodigal saviors of mankind. While I take no issue with the fact that we have been tasked with the mission we have, I would like to know if there are other contingency plans being developed and executed should something go wrong with this one?”

Wright nodded, “Yes, we are pursuing other options.”

Shaw nodded, “I don’t expect that you will enlighten me as to what they are but I’ll take you word that they are sound. Secondly, are we the only soldiers that are going to be fighting in this battle? If so, then I suppose that I have to strongly question the leadership and planning of this whole operation. Five mecha versus an entire fleet of far more advanced starships, fighters, mecha, soldiers and God only knows what else does not bode itself to good odds.”

Akira had wondered that exact same thing himself but had always figured that id people like Wright could organize and structure something as impressive as Kodiak base and the operation going on in Canada, then they probably had things under control. Shaw, it seemed, was not so sure and Akira could have sworn he saw the shadow of a smile pass over Wright’s face before he answered.

“Your tactical assessment of the situation is right on target Steven and I have to say, that if I planned on throwing just five of you against all that, I wouldn’t be much of a commander now would I?”

He pressed a button the podium and began typing onto the podium, or rather on a keyboard that Akira presumed was on the podium. He looked up, “Can someone dim the lights please?” Akira saw one of then, Gregory he believed, walk over to the wall and he pressed his finger against a panel that slowly dimmed the lights in the room. Once the lights dimmed, another hologram formed itself in the air, just beside Wright and the podium and the image was that of Earth, perhaps 6 foot in diameter and slowly rotating.

“To answer Steven’s question, I thought that a little bit of visual aid was necessary. Before I say anything more, I want you to keep in mind that all the information you see here, along with pretty much everything else you’ve heard since I arrived on your doorsteps, is rated at the highest level of security clearance and will not be discusses with anyone outside of this room. I don’t care if Jesus himself walks up to you and asks about what’s going on, you say nothing.” His voice took on a much sharper tone, “Is that clear?”

Everyone nodded or said yes and he turned back to the globe, “As you can see, here we have Earth, blue, bright and the piece of dirt that we’re going through all this trouble to defend in the first place.”

Akira laughed along with several others. He had always respected Wright for his ability to put them at ease and talk to them like they were just normal people. He could be extremely sharp and focused at times and no more than several seconds later, calm and jovial. [/I]I suppose it all depends on the situation, which side of him we get to see.[/I] Akira supposed that he should be use to that, especially of who his parents were and what they did. At home, his mother and father were very laid back and easy going. They always joked with Akira and were always smiling and laughing. Their manner at work was something completely different however, as Akira had come to find out by heading to his fathers office occasionally after school.

At work, Mr. and Mrs. Shimada were shrewd business executives, who ran their company with a razor sharp precision that left no questions asked when it came to business affairs. Shimada-techs position as one of the largest technological and scientific conglomerates in the world, right behind companies like Microsoft, Northrop-Grumman and Sony was a testament to their abilities. Not only that but they also participated in the day to day lab work, keeping up on what was going on with their research and lending a hand. Akira hoped that one day he would carry the same ability that Wright and his parents did, the ability to connect with your personnel on a personal enough level that they trusted you but professional enough that they still worked well for you.

Wright began speaking, “The Offering is actually a specialty program that concentrates on the development of the mechs and the training of their pilots, as well as a few other missions that you all will be informed about later. Obviously, the 30 of you are not going to be able to defend Earth by itself, so we have several other plans in the works besides The Offering to help in the upcoming war.”

He pressed a button on the keyboard and roughly two dozen yellows marks appeared at various locations around the world, including one in each pole, one dead in the middle of the Pacific Ocean and one floating roughly a foot out from the Earth. Wright hit several other keys and the hologram changed to reveal that the mark was not just in space but rather on the moon.

“The marks you see here are other bases similar to Kodiak, although not all of them are on the same scale as the operation we have out here. All of these bases, along with substantial aid from the governments and militaries of many of the world’s countries, private investors and independent organization such as N.A.T.O and the U.N form what is called “The Anjora Project”

Looking at the globe, Akira was having a hard time wrapping his mind around the sheer scale and scope that Anjora encompassed. There were bases all over the world, with several of them in adjacent countries that historically had never worked on anything jointly of this nature.

He raised his hand and Wright looked at him, “Yes Akira?”

He pointed to one particular grouping of bases, “How did you get countries like Russia, the US and China to all work together on something like this? I never would have though that they would have agreed to cooperate jointly on something like this.” Those were just three examples, not to mention ones like Australia, Kuwait, Germany, Brazil and several other Akira could pick out.

Wright nodded, “You are correct in that normally, most of these countries and respective governments wouldn’t be caught dead working jointly on anything. Traditionally, most of them, unless part of a larger alliance, have not worked cooperatively in military exercises. In the case of Anjora, the rules were changed a little from there historic standard. Firstly, it was mush easier to enlighten these people on our positions when it was brought to their attention the overall severity of the situation. However, even after that, there will still several governments that decided that they would not participate, despite being faced with imminent proof of extinction.”

“So how did you amass this coalition then?” Akira was obviously confused.

Wright smirked, “Let me ask you this, how do you think we attained the support of all these nations. How do you get every developed nation on Earth along with many of the up and coming developed ones to render their support and aid to your cause?”

Akira was searching for an answer, when he heard someone from the other side of the room, “The answer is simple; if persuasion doesn’t work blackmail and bribery always do.” Everyone turned and looked at the voice, which had come from Calvin Chang. Akira realized right away that he was correct in his assessment of the situation. It was a common tactic in business and one he had seen his parents employ when dealing with competitors. If they won’t work with you, raise dirt on them and then offer them something to insure your mouth stays shut and you gain their services or support.

Wright nodded, looking very satisfied with the answer, “Very good Mr. Chang, you are absolutely correct. Since the primary support country for this operation is the United States, a country that has access to several things, some of them being an unimaginable amount of military hardware, money, technology and finally and perhaps most important, intelligence information on the other nations; it was a cinch to turn their viewpoints very quickly.”

William Barrington, one of the two individuals from the United Kingdom and from what Akira knew, a very passionate Christian, looked up in disgust, “Are you actually telling us that you blackmailed these other countries into helping you? Don’t you think that’s a bit immoral?”

Wright looked at him and the sharp tone in his voice returned, “Not at all, especially when you consider the alternative Mr. Barrington. Without the aid of the other nations, there was no feasible way this operation was going to go anywhere, let alone be a success. It was an easy matter of digging up sensitive information on many of those very countries and by sensitive information, I don’t mean who was selling nukes to who, I mean incidents and secrets that have or could have feasibly shattered many of these countries governments at their core.” 

He leaned forward, putting more force behind his voice and causing William to backup in his seat, “After that, you offer them a piece of the technological pie we are developing here and a chance to incorporate that into their standing armies and you change a generals, presidents, prime ministers or monarchs perspective very quickly. Not to mention the public embarrassment they would have to deal with when all this comes to light and it’s revealed that they decided to nothing to help us.” 

He stepped down from the podium and stood right before Barrington’s chair in the front row and leaned down to look him in the eye. Still talking loud enough that everyone could hear. “Let me clue you into something young man, the real world is a dark and dirty place, where dealings like this happen on a daily basis. From my perspective, if ensuring the survival of the human race and it’s culture means playing a little dirty, then I have no problem with that and from now on, neither do you. If your sense of morality will keep you from pressing a button that could kill 2 billion Valenthyrie civilians and children, a situation you may very well be presented with, then I suggest you leave now. This is not a game and this is not your church, so leave your preaching there.”

There was dead silence in the room, no one dared to say a word and Akira thought he heard William mutter a small, “Yes sir,” before Wright stood back up and walked back to the stage. He readjusted his suit jacket, the easy tone back in his voice, “Ok, as you can see the Anjora project has bases in 18 countries, with several of the bases in the US and two in Russia, the poles and one on the moon.”

He opened his mouth to say something else, when a tone came over the speaker in the ceiling. He looked up, along with everyone else, “What is it?”

A pleasant female voice came from over the speaker, “Commander Wright, I apologize for disrupting your meeting but the commander of our Japanese base is calling for you, he says it’s important.”

“Pipe it to the holographic projector down here,” he said. “Yes sir” came the response and a moment later, the hologram was replaced with the visage of man, obviously of Asians descent, with a strong face, wire-frame glasses and some sort of military officers uniform on.

Wright raised his hands and smiled, “Noel, it’s been awhile, how are you?”

The man nodded and smiled at Wright, “I’m as good as ever Dorian,” he looked over at the crowd and back at Wright, “If I may ask, who is the audience? I asked for a secure line.”

Wright waved it away, “These are the Offering candidates Noel, trust me, they make the clearance check.” He turned to them and gestured towards the screen, “Ladies and gentleman, I would like you to meet General Noel Ang, the representative for Anjora at our base in Japan and the chairman of the research council responsible for some of our key projects.”

General Ang nodded at them, “It’s nice to see you all. I hope you all impress us, as there is much riding on your shoulders.”

They all returned the greeting and Wright turned to Ang, “So what’s the emergency?”

“We just received word from the Japanese government several minutes ago that they are going to running tests on several of their nuclear reactors in the local area. We don’t anticipate any problems, as our own core systems are powered independently from theirs, however some of the outside line and systems, including the satellite that shoots our monitoring signal to you, is going to go off-line for a bit. Normally, I would have shot you an e-mail but this was short notice and I didn’t want anyone at Kodiak to panic.”

Wright nodded, “Ok, no problem, just make sure you contact us when everything is back up. Have the other bases been informed?”

Ang nodded, “I have several of my men on the horn with the other leaders, however since you’re the senior, I figured I would contact you personally.”

Wright nodded, “All right Noel, I appreciate it.” The two men nodded at each other and gave a sharp salute before the hologram switched back to that of the Earth. Wright walked over to the keyboard and turned off the hologram and then asked Kotova if he would turn the lights back on.

“As you can see, this is not a small operation, nor are you the entirety of it. I’m not going to go into detail right as to the other projects we are developing but needless to say, since you all are an integral part of them, you will find out in time. Now, if you don’t mind, I will go over a quick review of the phases of this operation and then we’ll go to have the PGFE’s activated and you’ll start your training.”

Akira found is strange that they would start training in what he though was that middle of a day and raised his hand, “Wouldn’t it make more sense to start training tomorrow morning?”

Wright pointed at a digital clock on the wall and for the first time, Akira realized that it was just a little over three o’clock in the morning, four days after the procedure. Everyone else noticed the same and quickly turned to Wright, “As you can see, it is morning. The P.A.E procedure took a heavy tool on you all and we sedated you so you could sleep for several days and recover. We brought each of you out of it enough to give you some soup and water and to urinate into a pan and then put you back to sleep. Chances are that most of you don’t remember a thing.”

Akira sat back, feeling strangely violated. He had assumed that it was several hours after the P.A.E, or even the next morning, not almost a week. When he realized they had been essentially vegetables for the last four days, it wasn’t a good feeling and he began to wonder exactly what extent of control Wright and his people had over their lives. If they could make them lose four whole days and sustain them, then what else could they do?

A moment later, he shook his head, realizing that he was being paranoid. Wright and the Offering staff had been nothing but good to them since they arrived and he doubted that they had anything but the best of intentions for the other candidates.

Wright cleared his throat, “Now, to the phases of this thing. Phase one is complete and it consisted of locating and retrieving all of you and getting you to this point, brains intact hale healthy and hearty. Phase two will consist of your basic combat and military training and will take approximately the next 8 months. Phase 3 is your more advanced training, involving things like tactics, advanced firearms and the training and focusing of your psychic abilities. Phase four, the one I’m sure you all are waiting for, is when we will divide you all up into your individual jobs and begin your individual specialty training for whatever it is we task you to do. That will also be when we select the mecha pilots.”

He looked around, “Now, if there are any more questions, now is the time to ask them.” He looked around and no one said anything, so he nodded, “Ok then. If you all will please follow me, we’ll get this thing going.”

They followed him out of the conference room and down several hallways. Rachel and Grant began walking beside him and he looked over at them, “Are you guys ready for this?”

Grant nodded and Rachel shrugged, “As ready as will ever be, I suppose.”

He nodded and gave them a thumbs-up. “Since we’ve been hanging and seem to get along pretty well, let’s keep this thing going all right. We don’t really have any definite friends here and I’d rather not do this all alone.”

Grant reached over Rachel and patted him on the back, “No problem man, we’re a team anyway, might as well make friends in it.”

Rachel moved close to him and gave him a sideways hug, “I agree. Life will be better here if we all stick together.”

They walked down another corridor and Akira realized that they were being taken back to the large bedroom that they had come from originally. Once they got there, they found Dr. Albright and on a small table in front of her was a laptop with a USB cord coming out the back of it.

Wright herded them into line and gestured for Grant to come forward. The large man did and Dr. Albright looked up at him, “I need you to kneel in front of the table, with your back to me.”

He began moving and then turned and gave her and Wright a suspicious look, “This isn’t going to hurt is it?”

They laughed and she gently pushed him to the ground, “It’s not going to be pleasant but nothing like the procedure you’ve already gone through.” He glared at them a second more and then kneeled down all the way. Albright used a strange looking tool to tinker with the back of his collar before a small access port opened and she plugged the cord into it. He heard someone snort in laughter and they all turned to see Roger Scott doubled over in laughter.

Wright looked at him with confusion, “What’s so funny?”

He composed himself and pointed at the cord, “Advanced military technology and its STILL USB. I just find that kind of funny.” Several others, including Akira, laughed but other didn’t and Akira guessed they were probably the computer illiterate ones in the group.

“Ok…done.” Albright pulled the cord out of the back of the collar and closed the access port. “Try to stand up.”

Grant stood up, although noticeably slower than normal. He looked at his body in surprise, “My God, I feel like I’m in water or sand.”

Wright seemed happy at that. “Good, then that means they are working. Once you are all done, I’m going to take and introduce you to your first set of instructors and we’ll get this party started.”

With that, he gestured for the next person to step up.

